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Chapter One
“ARE YOU SERIOUS?” ASKED Harry. A thin, oily strand of hair fell in his face, and he brushed it back. “You’re talking about a cop and a former cop. You want the entire force after you?” 
Margaret Redstone grinned, her intense blue eyes twinkling in the light of the kitchen. “The whole force is already after me. What’s the difference?”
Frank Winston Monk observed the exchange and studied the sniveling man sitting across from him. Two other men sat at the breakfast table, but neither of them said a word. Perhaps because they knew who they were dealing with and how pointless objecting would be. “The difference is things have settled down.”
Harry pointed a finger, and Monk almost smiled at the show of rebellion. “Staying out of sight and laying low keeps you under the radar,” said Harry. “Something like this…it’s suicide.”
Margaret stared, her eyes unblinking, and Monk sensed her underlying tension. He almost felt sorry for Harry. “Are you saying you won’t do it?” she asked Harry.
Harry went quiet but then looked at the other two men at the table. “C’mon, guys. You really think this is a good idea?” He clutched his fingers together and his knuckles turned white with his grip.
Terrance, a black man with short cut hair and pearly white teeth, shrugged. “If she says do it, then we do it.”
Curtis, his jaw unshaved, frowned and the pink scar across his right cheek deepened. “What’s the big deal, man?” He scratched at one of his bulging shoulders that stretched the fabric of his T-shirt. “These guys have it coming.”
Harry scoffed. “Are you crazy?”
Margaret glanced at Monk. “Winnie?” she asked. She knew his name, but Monk had asked her to call him by his middle name, Winston, to protect his identity from Curtis, Terrance and now Harry. He’d witnessed too many instances where loyalty gave way to survival. Margaret had called him Winnie ever since. “Thoughts?” 
“It’s a solid plan.” Monk set an elbow on the table. “I’m behind it, but if you think you can’t handle it, Harry…” he gestured toward the door “…feel free to leave.”
Harry, whose forehead glimmered with beads of sweat, hesitated. “I just don’t see the point. These guys are old news. You’ve left them alone this long, so why not longer?” He spoke to Margaret. “Hell, you could go anywhere. Why not disappear and take it easy? You’ve already scared the shit out of them once, plus don’t forget what you did to your brother and sister. You ended up back in the news for a while, but now it’s calming down again.” He rubbed his temple. “And you want to do this?”
Margaret didn’t answer but her look spoke volumes.
“You’ll have every man in a uniform out looking for blood. And not just for you.” Harry patted himself in the chest. “Us, too.”
“We ain’t going to get caught,” said Curtis. “Stop being such a pussy.”
“Watch the name calling, Curtis,” said Margaret. “Harry is allowed to express his opinion. I can respect that.” She tipped her head at Harry. “You’ve understood my motives from the start. This is not news to you. I will follow through whether you agree with the plan or not.” She paused. “Everyone here is on board except you. Like Winnie said, either jump on or get off. It’s up to you.”
Harry’s gaze darted among the group. The sheen of sweat on his brow shined brighter. “When would we do this?”
“I’m not sure,” said Margaret. “But when the time is right, I’ll be in touch, and it will be imperative that you act quickly and do exactly what I ask. After today, there are no more questions. Either do as I say or suffer the ramifications.”
Watching her, Monk admired Margaret’s ability to say so little yet communicate so much. Her body language had remained calm but the energy exuding from her had intensified. It filled the room and was probably the cause of Harry’s excessive sweating.
“Well, Harry?” asked Margaret.
“Are you even capable of this?” asked Monk. “You came recommended but I’m wondering if you’re up for the job.”
Harry tensed. “I can do it. I just wasn’t expecting the cop part.” He set his jaw and glared at Monk. “If you think it’s so easy, why don’t you do it?”
Monk held Harry’s look. “You think I haven’t before?” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Watch your assumptions, Harry.”
“Winnie has his own responsibilities,” said Margaret, “which are not your concern.”
Harry broke his gaze with Monk and leaned back in his seat, his back rigid. “We do this, and we get out of town?”
“Immediately and with a handsome payday,” said Margaret. “I reward those who are loyal to me.”
“Did that include this Oswald I heard about?” asked Harry.
Monk marveled at Harry’s stupidity. “Watch it, Harry.”
Margaret’s only reaction was to raise the side of her lip. “Oswald was dying anyway, and he acted against my wishes. He chose his own demise.” She paused. “You’re welcome to do the same, Harry. Would you like to choose your own demise?” Her tone suggested she was done arguing.
Harry was smart enough to sense the same. “I was just messing around.” He made a snort. “Someone needs to lighten the mood.”
Terrance gripped the edge of the table. “Put up or shut up, man. What’s it going to be?”
“I say he’s out,” said Curtis. “The guy’s stalling too much.”
Harry held up a hand. “Just hold your horses.” He put his hand down. “Jeez. Everybody’s so uptight.” He pursed his lips. “Fine. I’m in.”
Monk focused, determining Harry’s honesty.
“You’re sure?” asked Margaret. “You’ll do exactly as I ask, without questioning or second guessing? You’ll act when I say?”
Harry hesitated, but then smirked. “Whatever you want, boss.” He tapped a finger on the table. “You can count on me.”
Studying Harry, Monk knew the truth. He leaned close to Margaret and whispered in her ear. “He’s lying.”
Margaret offered a small grin but didn’t respond. “Terrance. Curtis. I need to talk to you about what’s next. Harry. You’re free to go. Just stay by the phone. When I need you, I’ll call.”
“You sure?” asked Harry. He waved a hand toward Terrance and Curtis. “I can help these guys out with whatever you need.”
Margaret shook her head. “Your presence is no longer required; you’ve committed. Now all I want you to do is wait, so go do that.” She crossed her arms. “Now.”
Harry dragged a long-sleeved arm across his forehead, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I hope you didn’t take offense to my—”
“Are you deaf?” asked Monk. “Get the hell out of here.”
Harry stiffened but then grabbed his Dodgers baseball cap off the back of the chair and put it on his head. He slid out of his seat and stood. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”
“Good,” said Margaret. “I hope you’re a patient man.”
Harry opened his mouth but then seemed to think twice. “I am.”
“Glad to hear it,” said Margaret.
Monk whispered to her again. “He’s still lying.”
“I know,” she said.
Harry said his goodbyes, walked to the front door, and left the house.
“That guy’s a loser,” said Curtis.
“You sure about him?” asked Terrance. “I know he was recommended, but—”
“He’s lying to us,” repeated Monk. “He can’t be trusted.”
“I knew it,” said Curtis. “Guy’s probably on his way to the airport, or worse.”
“Maybe, but not yet. He’s thinking about it though.” Margaret reached over and put her hand over Terrance’s. “It’s a good thing I have you two to help me out.” She smiled at Curtis, who grinned back. Terrance smiled, too. “Can I count on you two to take care of it?”
“With pleasure,” said Curtis.
“Happy to help,” said Terrance. “I never liked that guy anyway.”
“You sure about this?” asked Monk. “This could attract the wrong attention.”
“Winnie,” said Margaret. “You worry too much.” She relaxed in her seat. “This might even work in our favor.” She glanced out the window. “That tends to happen a lot with me.”
“I’ve noticed,” said Monk. It amazed him how many lives the woman had. No matter what risks she took, she always survived and emerged stronger than before. She’d been free after an escape from a psychiatric unit for almost eight months without even a suspicious glance or a report to the police.
An orange cat jumped up on the table and nuzzled Margaret’s arm. “Hello, Chester,” said Margaret, petting the animal’s head.
“I hate cats,” said Curtis with a scowl. He swiped a hand across the table. “They get hair everywhere.”
Margaret displayed the first sign of irritation. “Would you like to take Harry’s place, Curtis? I can arrange that.”
Curtis paled. “Just ignore me, boss. Sometimes I speak first and think later.”
Terrance snorted at Curtis.
Margaret rubbed Chester’s ears. “Sounds like someone else I know.” She sighed. “I’m looking forward to getting reacquainted.”
Monk knew who she was referring to. He couldn’t help but wonder why she had a thing for the former detective. Monk found him irritating and would have killed him at the first opportunity, but he kept his opinion to himself.
The three men stared while the cat purred and leaned into Margaret’s hand. “Why are you still sitting here?” she asked Curtis and Terrance. “You have a job to do.”
Curtis and Terrance glanced at each other and stood. “Any particular way you want it done?” asked Terrance.
Margaret ran her hand down Chester’s back. “Surprise me.”
Curtis nodded. “You got it.” He smacked Terrance on the back. “Let’s go.”
“When you’re done with that,” said Monk, “lay low and wait for the next assignment.” He fiddled with the edge of his sleeve. “And I’ll be in touch with the money.”
“Anything else?” asked Terrance.
“Just have fun,” said Margaret. “There’s no need to be so glum.”
Monk chuckled. “You heard the lady.”
Curtis and Terrance slid their chairs in, said their goodbyes and left.
Monk watched them leave. “You sure that’s the best way to handle Harry?”
Margaret picked up Chester. “It’s the only way to handle Harry. We don’t really need him anyway.”
Monk scratched one of Chester’s ears. “He’s a cute cat.”
“He’s a she.”
Monk raised a brow but didn’t ask the obvious. “Somehow, I’m not surprised.” He eyed the kitchen and considered a shot of something strong. “What do you want me to do?”
“What you do best. Tell me what I need to know.”
Itching for a cigarette, Monk squirmed in his seat. “I can do that.”
“Curtis and Terrance,” she said. “You still sense their honesty?”
“I do. They’ll do exactly what you want. They’ll go down with the ship if they have to.”
“Good.” Margaret held Chester against her chest. “When they’re done with Harry, we’ll discuss when to make the next move.”
“Have you decided what that is?”
The cat purred and jumped out of Margaret’s arms. “I have.” She leaned forward, wiped some cat hair from her shirt, and rested her elbows on the table. “We’ll start where he works…at the zoo.”



Chapter Two
AARON REMALLA SAT ON a rock under a shade tree behind a roped off barrier across from the panda exhibit. The never-ending traffic of zoo visitors strolled by, oblivious to his presence. Families with small children, couples holding hands, and teenagers laughing and eating copious amounts of candy ignored him as he sat and ate a sandwich, as far back as he could from the crowds. 
After working there for a month, he’d become comfortable with the layout of the zoo. He’d found a few favorite spots where he liked to sit, eat his lunch, and watch people. Taking a bite of his sandwich, he reached into his pocket and pulled out some sunflower seeds. He laid them on the rock above him and waited. Taking a sip of his water, he watched a chipmunk emerge from a dark space between two rocks. It darted out and ate some seeds, then darted away again. Rem smiled and watched as another chipmunk popped his head out, spotted the seeds, then ran out as his buddy stopped above him and munched. 
Rem added more seeds and a few more chipmunks joined the first two and enjoyed the snack. Feeding the chipmunks had become something to look forward to and this spot had the most activity. At first, he’d fed them pieces of crust from his bread, but Rocky, his supervisor, had suggested seeds or nuts, or even small bites of fruit instead.
Leaning back against a tree trunk, he watched the chipmunks eat and his mind wandered as it often did when he sat quietly. He reflected over his last year and wondered how in the hell he’d ended up on a rock feeding chipmunks at the zoo. The answer wasn’t complicated. He’d blamed himself for losing Jennie, the love of his life, three years earlier, and since then he’d been assaulted, tortured, and almost sacrificed by Allison who, as a cult leader, had visions of living forever and who’d later claimed to be pregnant with his child. And Margaret, another member of the same cult, had escaped the psychiatric hospital where she’d been held and was now stalking him and her family. That would have been enough but then Allison had been murdered, taking the life of Chloe—her, and possibly his, unborn child. That shock had been the driving cause of him leaving the police force. On top of that, his close friend Mikey Redstone, Margaret’s sister, wanted to pursue a relationship and if her sister wasn’t a constant threat, he’d act on it. The thought of losing someone else, though, had stopped him despite Mikey’s willingness to move forward. He refused to be responsible for someone else’s death.
Eating a chip, he wondered what to do next. While working at the zoo kept him busy, he knew it couldn’t be long term. There were only so many pens to clean, supplies to transport, dead plants to replace and odd jobs to complete. At some point, he would need to decide—return to the force or pick a new career. He thought of Daniels, his partner, or rather former partner, who was now teamed up with the rookie Detective Luca Manetti. Rem missed working with Daniels and some days he wanted to call Lozano and tell him he was ready to return, but then the ugly memories would flare, and he’d back off. He and Daniels had met for beers the previous evening after work and Rem had been pleased to see Daniels’ mood improving. His partner had been reeling after his wife had left him and Rem had quit the force. Caught up in his emotional turmoil, Rem had done a lousy job of staying in touch with his partner until two weeks earlier, when Mikey had told him that Daniels needed a friend. Ever since, Rem had done better with staying in touch with both Daniels and Mikey, although he kept discussions about Allison and Chloe to a minimum. He already knew Mikey’s and Daniels’ opinions and Rem didn’t have the energy to argue about it. They wanted him to move forward with his life, but he was still waiting for the lab results regarding the paternity of Allison’s child. The lab had been short staffed and behind, and when Rem had called, he’d been told it would be another week, and that had been a week ago. He suspected he’d get the results any day now.
Sighing, he wondered what he would do if he learned he’d been Chloe’s father. For some reason, until he knew for sure, he couldn’t make any decisions about his future. It didn’t make sense to anyone else, but in his addled brain, it was important. Not that it would change anything, but he needed the truth before he could find closure and until he had that, he’d stick with his job at the zoo.
And even once he knew about Chloe, he still had to deal with Margaret. She’d gone quiet for a few months but that had ended after a violent attack against Mikey and her brother Mason. They’d almost been murdered by a crazed woman on drugs who Margaret had used to almost kill them. Thankfully, the plan had failed but it had resulted in Rem and Mikey being assigned police patrols again to ensure their safety and keep an eye out for Margaret. That had lasted two weeks until they’d been pulled once more due to lack of activity and funding. This was the first day without them and Rem almost missed Maurice, the patrolman assigned to him at the zoo. Without him, Rem found himself eyeing the crowd. Margaret had watched him in the past, and now that Maurice was gone, he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d return.
Not seeing anyone suspicious, he told himself to relax. With everything he’d been dealing with, he needed to take it one day at a time. Although he felt stifled and uncertain about his future, he had to trust that he would know what to do when the time was right.
Chewing his potato chip, he checked his watch. Seeing his lunch break was over, he bagged up his trash and finished his water. He dumped the remains of his sunflower seeds on the rock and smiled when another chipmunk helped himself to the stash. The chipmunks were his one bright spot in a monotonous day.
“See you guys,” he said. “I’ll be back tomorrow with some unsalted peanuts. Your favorite.”
One of the chipmunks turned his head as if understanding, and Rem chuckled. Heading back out into the crowds, he tossed his trash and started toward the Lost Forest, where he needed to fix a broken gate.
Thinking again of the lab results, he hoped they would be in his mailbox when he got home. By this time tomorrow, he could have some answers. Would it be time to return to the force? Or leave it forever? Not knowing the answer, he kept walking.



Chapter Three
DETECTIVE GORDON DANIELS EYED the dead body in the alley of a run-down apartment complex. Trash littered the ground, and the nearby dumpster provided the scene with the lovely scent of rotting food. Another whiff of it made Daniels grimace. His partner, Detective Luca Manetti, spoke to the woman who’d found the body and Daniels waited to speak with the coroner, Zed Ibrahim. Forensics worked the scene, took photos, and searched for any evidence left behind which, from what Daniels could tell, wasn’t much. 
Ibrahim finished his initial examination of the body and stood. Seeing Daniels, he headed over.
“Well?” asked Daniels.
Ibrahim took off his gloves and raised his eyeglasses. “I think it’s pretty obvious. He’s got a gunshot wound to the back. The bullet likely damaged the heart, but we’ll know more once he’s on the table.”
“I figured that much. How long’s he been dead?”
“I’d say approximately twelve hours.”
Daniels nodded. The victim had died around midnight. “Any ID?”
Ibrahim pulled out a small notepad. “Yeah. Name’s Harrold Bartholomew.” He flipped a page. “License says his address is here.” He waved toward the building. “Apartment two twenty-two.”
Daniels eyed the old building which had seen better days. “Good to know.”
“I’ll let you handle the manager. He’s not too pleased we’re here.”
“I’m aware. Guy doesn’t seem to be concerned that someone was murdered in the alley.”
“I think he’s more interested in getting the police out of here. It makes his other tenants nervous.”
“I suspect he’s pretty nervous himself,” added Daniels. “Which might work in our favor.”
“You go into the vic’s room, just be careful what you touch.” He eyed Manetti. “I’ll send my guys in once you get access.”
“Will do. Thanks.” Daniels walked over to Manetti, who spoke to the young woman who’d discovered the body on her way out to dump her trash. Her face was pale, her dirty hair hung in her face, and she was skinny. Her gaze darted around as the technicians moved around the scene.
“Are we done here?” she asked.
Manetti jotted something down again in his notebook. Daniels had taught him during his first week to keep notes and now he did it religiously. “You didn’t give me your name.” He held the pencil and waited.
The woman looked like she wanted to bolt. “What do you need my name for?” She held her shoulders and rubbed them although it was a warm day.
“You’re a witness, ma’am,” said Manetti.
“Witness?” asked the woman. “I didn’t see a thing.” She tipped her head toward the body. “I just found him like that.”
“You live in the building, miss?” asked Daniels.
“I got that much,” said Manetti. “She’s in one eleven.”
Daniels noted the woman’s mannerisms. “You know the victim? He was your neighbor.”
“How should I know?” she asked. “He’s face down.”
“You want to get a closer look at him?” asked Manetti. He waved toward the body.
The woman dropped her jaw, and Daniels rolled his eyes. “Hell, no,” said the woman. “I just want to get out of here. Haven’t you asked me enough questions?”
Manetti frowned. “Ma’am, a man has been murdered. We need to know as much as we can. What about your neighbors? Anyone suspicious we should know about?”
The woman’s jaw dropped further.
Daniels reached into his pocket and pulled out one of his cards. “I think we have enough. Thank you for your time, miss.” 
Manetti eyed Daniels. “But I haven’t finished…”
He held the card out to her. “If you remember anything helpful, please call.”
The woman snatched it out of his hand. “I’m out of here.” She pushed past them and entered the building through the back exit.
“I didn’t get her name,” said Manetti.
“She wasn’t going to give it to you,” replied Daniels. “I bet she told you she didn’t see, hear or know anything.”
Manetti flipped his notepad shut. “I was trying to coax it out of her. I was getting somewhere.”
“The only place you were getting close to was lies. Did you see her? She had all the telltale signs of withdrawal. I’m sure she wanted to get back to her next fix. And even if she did know something, we couldn’t be sure if it was accurate.”
“Not even her name?”
“Not even her name.” Daniels paused. “And if you did get her actual apartment number, then we at least know where she lives. We can find her if we need to, but something tells me she’ll be like the rest of the neighbors. Close-lipped.”
Manetti eyed the building. Although small in stature, he made up for it in bulk. The man worked out five times a week and was religious about his eating habits. Daniels thought his own habits were healthy enough, but compared to Manetti, Daniels might as well have been Rem, who ate whatever he wanted and never read a label. “I don’t get it,” said Manetti. “A man’s dead in their alley and nobody cares.”
“Welcome to detective work.” Daniels turned toward the building. “But cheer up. We have something to go on. Our vic lived here. Apartment two twenty-two.”
“How do we know that’s accurate?”
“It was on his ID. You want to talk to the manager? Get access to the room?”
“Is that the guy who yelled at us when we got here?”
“The one and the same.”
“That guy could use a bran muffin and a brisk walk.”
“Why don’t you tell him that?”
“I should.” Manetti put his notepad in his pocket when his cell rang. He pulled it out. “Give me a sec. It’s Annabelle.” He put the phone to his ear. “Hey, sweetie.” Smiling, he walked away.
Daniels almost groaned. Annabelle was Manetti’s wife of three months, and they were definitely still in the honeymoon phase. Daniels had lost count of all the pet names they had for each other. Sweetie, honey and sexy being the top three. Annabelle and Manetti called each other close to three times a day if not more. Based on what Daniels had overheard, the subjects were mostly about what to buy at the grocery, what they were having for dinner, when they were going to work out, challenges they were having at work, or just the general how’s your day going small talk. Daniels couldn’t imagine talking to Marjorie that much. If he called her as much as Manetti called Annabelle, she’d have told him to knock it off. He had to admit that in their early years together they may have talked frequently, but marriage, a baby, and now a separation had changed that.
Watching Manetti on the phone, he thought of Marjorie. They were due to have another counseling session that day after work, and Daniels looked forward to seeing her. Although the therapy was difficult, as they continued to work through their issues, he could see signs of progress. Their communication was improving and the times he’d seen her outside of counseling had been pleasant and welcoming. He had high hopes that one day soon, she might return home where they could work together on their relationship as a couple. Not wanting to push though, he’d kept his thoughts to himself.
He couldn’t help but hope that once he and Marjorie were back on track, that Rem would be next. After quitting the force and keeping to himself after Allison and Chloe’s death, his former partner had finally started to show signs of coming around. They’d had a couple of beers a few nights ago and it had almost felt like old times. Daniels had been struggling with the loss of Marjorie and he realized that was a big reason why Rem had done better at reaching out and keeping in touch. Daniels prayed that was another sign of progress and his partner might be considering a return to the force. Not that Daniels didn’t like Manetti, but Daniels and Rem were best friends, longtime partners, had no secrets between them, and knew what the other was thinking based on a look. You didn’t find friends and partners like those often and Daniels missed the ease and flow of working with Rem.
Speaking into his cell, Manetti said goodbye, made a smooching sound with his lips and hung up. He walked back to Daniels.
“How’s Annabelle?” Daniels checked his watch, wanting to be sure he had plenty of time before heading to his therapy appointment.
“Great. She’s making a keto leek soup with veggie chicken for dinner. I can’t wait to try it.”
“Sounds delicious, I think.”
“You ought to come over one night. Try one of Annie’s homemade raw meals. She’s amazing in the kitchen.”
Eating a raw meal sounded as appetizing to Daniels as eating one of Rem’s Taco del Fuegos and he wondered what the hell veggie chicken was. “Maybe one day.” He headed toward the door. “Let’s go find the manager.”
“I’m telling you, you’ll crave it after you eat it.” Manetti followed and walked inside when Daniels held the door.
“That’s one word for it.” Daniels wondered if Rem had felt the same when Daniels had offered him a granola bar or a green drink. It’s no wonder Rem had quit.
They headed down a hallway with chipped paint and a filthy carpet, passed an elevator with a taped sign on the wall that read Out of Order, and found the manager’s office toward the front of the building. Daniels knocked and opened the door.
The manager sat at a messy desk littered with crumbs and fast-food containers and a TV in the corner blared with a soccer game. A nameplate on the desk read Eddie P. Manager. Eddie licked his fingers and glared when they entered. “Aren’t you guys done yet?”
Daniels spotted the TV remote on the corner of the desk. He picked it up and lowered the volume.
Eddie complained. “I’m watching that.” He ran a hand through his greasy hair.
Manetti made a face at the food. “A man is dead, sir, in your alley. He’s a tenant. We need to ask you a few questions.”
Eddie sat up. “A tenant? You sure? Who?”
Daniels put a hand on his hip. “Harrold Bartholomew from two twenty-two.”
“Harry?” Eddie narrowed his eyes, then cursed. “He owes me rent.”
Manetti glanced at Daniels. “I can see how torn up you are over Harry’s demise, but we need to see his room.” Manetti studied the food with another look of distaste. “Hopefully before you keel over from a heart attack, which could happen at any moment. So, the sooner, the better.”
Daniels almost chuckled. Manetti had his moments. “I concur,” he added. “One dead body is enough for today.”
Eddie sneered at them. “Couple of clowns. Lucky me.”
“I am completely serious,” said Manetti. “You should take better care of yourself.”
Eddie offered a colorful epithet suggesting what Manetti could do with his advice, stood, and grabbed some keys. “Let’s get this over with.” He headed for the door.
Daniels and Manetti followed him out and up the stairs. They used the time to ask about Harry and what Eddie knew about him. Any next of kin? Any unusual activity? Suspicious people hanging around? Eddie told them nothing of value. Harry was just a tenant who paid rent, and outside of that, Eddie kept his nose out of other people’s business. Daniels suspected that’s what people who lived here expected.
They reached the door to Harry’s apartment, and Eddie opened it with his key. The door swung wide, and Daniels peered inside. There wasn’t much to it. He saw a couch and TV, plus a small kitchen. Another door led to a bedroom and Daniels could see a mattress on the floor.
Eddie started to enter but Daniels stopped him. “Sorry. This is part of the crime scene. You’ll have to stay out here until Forensics processes the room.”
“You kidding? His rent check may be in there,” argued Eddie.
Daniels caught Manetti narrowing his eyes. “We’ll be sure you get it,” said Daniels. “But let’s be honest. You really think it’s just sitting on the desk, Eddie P.?”
Eddie huffed. “A man can hope.” He waved. “Fine. Get your men up here and then get the hell out. I got to get this place cleaned and rented to someone else. The longer you’re here, the more money I lose.”
“You’re a kind and generous soul, Eddie,” said Manetti. He patted Eddie on the back. “We’ll see you downstairs.”
Eddie looked between them and got the hint. “Whatever.” He headed down but yelled at them. “And don’t steal nothin’.”
Manetti smirked and started to walk inside.
“Hold up.” Daniels pulled out two sets of gloves from his pocket and handed one to Manetti.
“Yeah. Right.” Manetti took the gloves and slid them on as did Daniels with his own pair of gloves. They stepped into the apartment.
Daniels noted the lingering scent of cigarettes and based on what he could see, there wasn’t much to search. The kitchen was fairly clean and there were a few plates and cups in the sink. There were no signs of a struggle or of anyone else living there. Manetti came out of the bedroom. “Nothing. Just a mattress and pillow, some clothes, and a toothbrush. The guy didn’t own much.”
Daniels spotted an empty liquor bottle in the trash and half-filled ones on the counter. “He was a drinker.” He squatted beside the trashcan and pulled out a few crumpled papers that looked similar. Opening them up, he saw they were lottery tickets. “And he played the lotto.”
Seeing nothing else of interest and noting there were no cigarette butts despite the smell, he dropped the tickets back into the trash and opened a drawer in the kitchen. “Whatever he did, he didn’t do it here. Maybe we’ll get more from his phone.” He spied a notebook in the drawer and pulled it out. “Plus, the place smells like cigarettes but I don’t see any butts. Maybe he had a visitor who smoked.”
Manetti went to the couch and checked between the cushions.
Daniels opened the notebook and saw dates. Guessing it was Harry’s planner, he flipped through it, seeing various appointments with various names. He found the most recent appointment which had been two days earlier with two people named Curtis and Terrance. There was no location but eleven o’clock had been circled and a star had been drawn next to it.
“Anything?” asked Manetti. He came up next to Daniels.
“Looks like Harry was up to something. He’s had some appointments, the most recent with Curtis and Terrance.” He pointed. “There’s a star next to it. Must have been important.”
“How do we find two men with no last names?”
“Let’s hope there’s contact info in his cell.”
Daniels flipped through the rest of the notebook and was about to close it when something fell out of the back and dropped to the floor.
“What’s that?” asked Manetti. He picked it up and stared at it. “What in the hell?”
Daniels saw a photo and dropped his jaw. The hair on his skin prickled, and a shiver ran through him. The picture was of him and Rem leaving the police station.



Chapter Four
MIKEY REDSTONE PULLED THE frozen lasagna out of the freezer in the garage and carried it into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator, slid it onto a shelf and closed the fridge. Her brother Mason walked into the kitchen, looking dapper in an ironed navy shirt, pressed jeans, boots, and his wavy hair combed back. His handlebar mustache had been trimmed and he smoothed it with his fingers. “How do I look?” he asked. 
“You look great. Valerie will be suitably impressed.”
He hesitated. “You’re sure you’re okay with me going out tonight?”
“Of course. You and Val have had this planned for a while. You can’t cancel because of me.”
“It’s not you. It’s the first night in two weeks without someone watching the house.”
Mikey sighed and tugged at her snug black jeans. “If you want to stay home because you’re going to worry, that’s up to you. But if you value your relationship, you should go. Valerie’s getting an award. You should be there. I’ll be fine. I doubt Margaret is going to strike the first night no one’s watching. You and I both know she’ll hang back until we relax. Give it a couple of weeks, then you can worry.”
“I don’t think we should assume anything when it comes to our sister.”
“Like you’ve said before, we can’t hide. I’ll set the alarm and have you on speed dial, but I’m sure it will be fine.”
Mason nodded but raised a brow. “Why don’t you invite Rem over? You two can order in your gross tacos, watch a movie, and hang out.”
Mikey smiled. “Stop playing matchmaker. You know I’m not pushing it with him. He asked me to go slow, and I’m honoring that.”
“It’s tacos and a movie. I didn’t ask you to take advantage of him.” He grinned. “Maybe just a kiss.”
Mikey rolled her eyes. “You and Trick. Between the two of you, I’m going to need counseling sessions myself.” Trick, Mason’s partner at Mason’s paranormal investigation firm SCOPE, had been encouraging Mikey to make the first move on Rem for weeks.
“I know a great therapist,” said Mason.
Mikey knew he was referring to Tarina, his addiction counselor. “I’m aware.” She wiped her hands on a towel. “Besides, I just pulled out the lasagna from the freezer to thaw for dinner tomorrow. I figure I’ll ask Rem over then. You know he can’t resist lasagna.”
“Especially mom’s lasagna. What’s the occasion?”
Mikey tucked a strand of her pinkish, purple-tipped brown hair behind her ear. “I don’t know. It just felt like a good idea. We haven’t had lasagna in a while and I thought we could invite Daniels, too. Ask Val to join us when you see her, and I’ll text Trick. It would be a nice meal and get together. Especially after all that’s happened.”
Mason nodded. “It’s a great idea. We can stop and get some garlic bread and a couple of bottles of wine tomorrow.”
“Sounds great.”
Mason eyed the time. “I should go. You sure you’re okay to stay alone?”
“Totally okay.” Her cell rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket. “Speak of the devil. It’s Rem.”
Mason grabbed his keys and headed for the door. “You can still ask him over. There’s nothing wrong with seeing him two nights in a row.” He winked at her.
“Stop worrying about me. I’ll see you later,” said Mikey as Mason left. She answered the phone. “Hey,” she said, bolting the lock and setting the alarm.
“Hey,” answered Rem. “I’m on my way home and thought I’d check in. How was your first day without the patrol?”
Mikey’s heart fluttered. Rem had been doing a much better job with staying in touch after she’d called him on it a few weeks earlier and certainly after Margaret’s attack on her and Mason. “So far, so good. How about you?”
“Nothing suspicious. Not yet, at least.”
“Good. Let’s hope it stays that way. How was work?”
They talked for a few minutes about their uneventful days, and Mikey took a deep breath and invited him for lasagna the next night. Regardless of her brother’s light-hearted suggestion that she invite Rem over, every time she’d asked since Chloe’s death, Rem had declined. Despite expressing their mutual attraction for each other, Rem had hesitated to pursue a romantic relationship because he feared it put them at greater risk. Mikey had disagreed but she’d told him she’d be willing to wait. But after what happened with Allison and Chloe, Rem had left the force and pulled away even more. The last two weeks, though, she’d sensed less resistance and maybe a willingness to take the next step. “It’s okay if you don’t want to,” she added. “No pressure.”
He went quiet for a second before he spoke. “Your mom’s lasagna, huh?”
“Yeah. I made a batch and froze it, but figured it was time to eat it. We’ll have wine and garlic bread, too. Mason will be here and I’m going to invite Trick, Daniels, and Val, too, so no worries about anything romantic.”
He chuckled and paused again. She could hear him breathing and wondered what he was thinking.
“I’d like that,” he said. “When do you want me there?”
Mikey’s fluttering heart raced. Finally she thought to herself. The cracks are starting to widen. Mason was right. It would just take time.
Grinning, she told him when to arrive.

Rem pulled into his driveway and parked his car. He said goodbye to Mikey and hung up, looking forward to dinner the next night and feeling oddly happy. He hadn’t felt that in a while and had to attribute that to Mikey. Since he’d resumed his conversations with her, he’d felt better. Talking to Daniels always helped but that was a given. Having someone to talk to outside of his partnership who knew almost as much as Daniels did was guiding him out of the darkness. He had to wonder at what point he’d assume the risk and take the next step. The thought of it excited him but at the same time, the possibility of giving his heart to someone again only to have it ripped back out terrified him. He pushed the thought of taking the next step with Mikey out of his mind as he got out of the car and went to check his mail.
He pulled it out of the box and sighed when there was no letter from the lab. Eyeing his surroundings and the street, he looked for anyone suspicious who could be watching but saw no one. The house across the road from his had been vacant since the incident with Oswald Fry. Rem wondered if anyone would rent or buy it again. The place held too many ugly scars. He wished the owner would raze it and start over. An empty house across the street was a good spot for anyone to break in and watch Rem and his house. He’d met the owner though, not long after what happened with Oswald, and the owner had assured him the house would be locked up tight with cameras and alarms. No one would be on the property without his knowledge. Rem didn’t have much of a choice but to live with it, unless he wanted to move, but he hadn’t reached that point. Not yet, anyway.
Holding his mail, he walked up to his front door, unlocked it, and went inside. The alarm beeped and he turned it off, closed the door and relocked it.
He dropped the mail on the front table and headed into the kitchen when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw it was Daniels. He answered. “Hey. Don’t tell me you want to get a beer. I just walked in the door.”
“You’re home?” Daniels asked, his voice clipped. “Good. I need to stop by. I’m headed that way.”
Rem heard the concern in his friend’s voice. “Everything okay?”
Daniels paused. “Not sure, but we can discuss it when I get there. You got any food in the house?”
“Uh, not much. Was just going to get a hot dog. But I can check the pantry. Maybe I can cook up some pasta if you’re hungry.”
“Just so long as you don’t serve anything raw.”
“Huh?”
“Never mind. If nothing else, we’ll order pizza and have a beer. I think we’re going to need it.”
Rem wondered what Daniels meant. “Now I’m curious.”
“Join the club. I’ll be there in ten.”
“Okay. See you.”
“See you.” Rem hung up, wondering what Daniels had on his mind. He set the phone down on his counter and wondering about the pasta, he walked to his pantry and opened it. Something swung out and bounced against one of the shelves that hung from the door. It took a second for Rem to register what it was, but when he did, his stomach lurched, he fell backwards onto the floor and scooted back until he hit the kitchen cabinet. Holding his stomach, he fought back the urge to be sick and stared at the pantry. A dead chipmunk, its torso red with blood, was hanging by its tail from the spice rack. 



Chapter Five
DANIELS PARKED BEHIND REM’S car, got out and jogged up to Rem’s door. He knocked and waited. A few seconds passed and Rem answered. “Hey,” he said, widening the door. He wore a Grateful Dead T-shirt with dirt encrusted on it. “Come on in.” 
“Thanks.” Daniels entered and Rem shut the door behind him and locked it. “Sorry to surprise you, but we need to talk.”
“Sure.” Rem gestured toward the living room. “Have a seat.” He seemed subdued but Daniels figured it was because he’d just got off work and was tired. Thinking of the photo he’d found at Harry’s apartment, he headed to the sofa and sat. His stomach rumbled and he thought of dinner. “Did you find any pasta?”
Rem sat in the chair beside the couch. “Uhm, well, no.” He put a sneakered foot on his coffee table and picked at a hole in his jeans.
Daniels frowned and noted that Rem would have usually offered him a beer or water. “Something wrong?”
Rem looked up. “Would you mind looking for me? Sorry. I got distracted. It should be in the pantry.”
Daniels sensed something was up and almost questioned Rem’s request, but then thought better of it. “Sure.” He stood. “I’ll look.”
“Thanks.”
Curious about what Rem was up to, Daniels headed into the kitchen and opened the pantry door. Something on the spice rack swung toward him, and he bit back a curse when he realized it was a dead animal tied to the shelf hanging on the back of the door. “What the…?” He held his chest and stood in shock for a second before he turned around, returned to the living room, and approached Rem, who still sat in the chair. “Either you have a severe rodent problem, or your eating habits have drastically changed.”
Composed, Rem glanced up at him. “You didn’t find the pasta either?”
Daniels pointed toward the kitchen. “What the hell is that thing?”
“You like it? I’m redecorating. Thought it added a certain flair.”
“Rem…”
Rem’s anger spiked and his face tightened. “It’s a dead chipmunk is what it is.”
“Why is a dead chipmunk hanging in your pantry?”
“Because it’s a message, that’s why.” Rem stood and walked across the room. “I feed the chipmunks at the zoo on my lunch break. Someone knows that and decided to have some fun. And I think we know who.” Running a hand through his hair, he blew out a deep breath.
Daniels stilled, realizing the implications. “You think Margaret did this?”
“Well, it sure as hell wasn’t Mrs. Wilson,” he yelled, referring to his next-door neighbor.
Daniels tried to think. “How in the hell did she get in here?”
“How should I know? When has she ever had an issue before?” He put his hands on his hips and paced with agitation. “It never ends.”
“Are you going to call Lozano? He needs to know.”
“What for? So they can take a few pictures, check my house for prints, talk to the neighbors and come up with nothing? It’s pointless and a waste of time. You know it and I know it.”
Daniels could see Rem’s frustration was at a tipping point. “Rem, don’t let her—"
“Don’t let her what? Get to me?” He jabbed out a finger. “We’ve gone way past that. I’m done.”
“What do you mean you’re done?”
Rem paced some more but didn’t answer. Daniels remembered the photo. “It could be something else.”
Rem stopped moving and faced him. “Like what? A neighborhood gremlin? My Uncle Eli who still wants to get me back for putting a snake in his suitcase when I was a kid?”
“Neither.” Daniels pulled out his phone and found the picture he’d taken of the photo at Harry’s apartment. “Take a look at this.” He held it out.
Rem leaned over. “Not my best pic. I look better from the right.”
“Manetti and I went to a crime scene today. A man was shot in the back, and this was found in his apartment.”
Rem narrowed his eyes. “I’m guessing he’s dead?”
“That or he has deplorable social skills.”
Rem deflated. A few seconds passed and he sat on the sofa. Daniels joined him. “Are you implying he put the chipmunk in my pantry?” asked Rem.
“I’m not implying anything, but it has to be considered. Why did this man have a picture of us?”
“Who is he?”
“ID said Harry Bartholomew, but we’ve since learned he has multiple aliases. His real name is Harry Blasek. He’s from the east coast and has been convicted of petty theft and B and E. He served three years and then somehow ended up here. He’d only been in his apartment for six months. We’re trying to backtrack his steps and see how he got here. He had a planner, and his last appointment was two days ago with a couple of men named Curtis and Terrance. If we can find them, it might answer some questions.”
“How do you plan to find two men based on their first names?”
“You know the drill. We do a lot of legwork. Hopefully find someone willing to talk.”
“For all you know, they were trying to sell him insurance.”
Daniels put his phone away. “We won’t know until we find them.”
“That’s like finding a needle in a haystack.”
“We’ve succeeded before with worse odds.”
“The operative word being ‘we.’” Rem clenched his hands together.
Daniels paused. “We can fix that whenever you’re ready.”
“You just going to dump Manetti?”
“I’m not dumping anyone. Lozano would find him another partner. Manetti knows the drill. He wouldn’t think twice about being reassigned.”
Rem shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”
“What do you mean it doesn’t matter? A picture of us turns up at a murdered man’s apartment. Don’t you want to know why?”
“So we can bust our asses looking for the culprit? Only to find that we’re one step behind? And then in another six months, I’ll find something else dead in my house, and it could be much worse next time.”
“Rem, this is a lead…”
“To what? Margaret? Somebody else who wants us dead? You think this Harry wanted to kill us?”
“I don’t know that. That’s what we need to find out.”
Rem rested his head in his hands. “Don’t you ever get sick of it? The never-ending pursuit that leads nowhere?”
Daniels wanted to shake some sense into Rem but told himself to stay cool. “We need to follow up on this. If this leads to Margaret—”
Rem stood. “What does it matter if it does? We won’t catch her. We never do. She’ll just disappear again, bide her time, and then reemerge to play her mind games, which is exactly what that little gift in my pantry is meant to do. Mess with me.” He turned away and started to pace again. “And maybe that photo of us does have something to do with her. Maybe she hired this Harry to screw with us and he somehow got on her bad side. But if that’s true, then him being dead means he can’t talk, which means we’re still screwed.” He stopped and dropped his head. “As usual.”
Daniels set his jaw and stood. “I get it you’re frustrated—”
“Frustrated?” yelled Rem. “That’s a bit of an understatement.”
“We can find her, Rem.”
“How? You think you and Manetti are going to knock down a few doors, kick some ass and take some names? I have news for you. If Harry has anything to do with Margaret, she already knows every move you’re making. And even if you find Harry’s killer, Margaret will make sure that trail doesn’t lead to her.”
“You’re being irrational. If you would just calm down for a second, we can talk through this. As I recall, we made an agreement to do just that before deciding anything.”
“That’s when we were partners.”
The comment struck Daniels. “We’re still friends, aren’t we? Or has that changed too?” His heart thumped as he waited for Rem’s response.
Rem looked away and seemed to lose some of his energy. “Yes. Of course we are.”
“Glad to hear it.”
Rem hesitated. “I just don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
Daniels took a second, telling himself to give Rem a chance to process everything. “I understand, but that doesn’t mean we stop looking.” He stepped closer to Rem. “We will find her. Discovering that picture is a clue we were never meant to see. It leads to something, maybe the person who left that animal in your pantry. But giving up is not the answer.” He debated his next words. “You can’t keep hiding, Rem.”
Rem tensed. “Is that what you think I’m doing?”
“What else would you call it?”
Rem put his hands on his hips and studied the ground. “Surviving.”
Daniels cursed to himself. “Rem, you’ve been blaming yourself for everything. Nothing that’s happened is your fault. Not Jennie. Not what happened with Allison or Chloe. You don’t even know if Chloe was yours.”
Something seemed to snap in Rem, and he threw out a hand. “You don’t know she’s not, and until I know otherwise, I think she was my daughter, and now she’s dead, too.”
“And that’s not your fault either,” yelled Daniels.
“Who cares whose fault it is? You think I’d feel any better if I could blame some stranger on the street?” He groaned with impatience. “At some point, I need to get the message, and maybe that time is now. How often do I have to be hit over the head before I realize what I have to do?”
“And what’s that?” asked Daniels. “Keep working at the zoo? Wasting your talents on baboons and zebras? You’re a cop, Rem, and a damn good one. There are victims out there who have benefited from your expertise and abilities. Why do you forget all of that and only focus on the crap?”
“The way you’ve focused on all the good instead of what’s happened between you and Marjorie?”
Daniels held his breath.
“It’s not as easy as you seem to think, is it?”
Despite his anger, Daniels had to admit Rem was right. “We all have our low points. We just can’t wallow in them. You take the time you need but then you pull yourself up and keep going.”
“So you’re saying my time’s up? I’ve wallowed enough?”
“Perhaps you should consider it.”
Rem jabbed a finger toward the kitchen. “I just found a slaughtered chipmunk in my damn pantry. And now you’re telling me to get over it?” He grabbed his neck and mumbled something Daniels couldn’t understand until Rem raised his voice. “You think I don’t want to get my shit together?” he asked. “You think I don’t want to move on? Hell. Mikey invited me over for lasagna tomorrow. You’re invited too, by the way. And I was going to go. I was looking forward to getting out and having a friendly conversation with my friends, but now, I’m not so sure.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Because that chipmunk is a warning that I’ll never be free. That I can’t do the things you think I’m so great at, and that if I do, I’ll pay the price.”
“You sure are assuming a lot. Was that written on the remains?”
Wide-eyed, Rem gaped at him.
“And even if it was, why do you have to listen to it? You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. You want to see Mikey? Go see her. You want to rejoin the force? Do it. You want to get your life back? Then fight for it. Don’t let some stupid dead chipmunk, or whoever left it there stop you from doing otherwise.” His breathing had picked up and he tried to slow it.
“It’s not that easy,” Rem shouted back.
“Yes, it is.”
“Said the man who’s got everything.”
Stunned, Daniels went quiet. He had no idea what to say.
Red in the face, Rem looked away and took a deep breath. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”
“Rem—”
He turned back. “Listen. I don’t mean anything by what I said. Regardless of the trouble you and Marjorie are having, I’m happy for you and want the best for both of you. Do I wish things were different for me? Of course. But those aren’t the cards I’ve been dealt.”
“I want you to have everything you dream of too, Rem, and I believe you can still have it. That’s why I’m yelling at you. Somebody has got to get through that thick skull of yours.”
Rem rested his hands on his hips. “You and I just have two different opinions, which makes it hard on our agreement to discuss and decide on a course of action.”
“I think we’ve got the discussing part down.”
“Seems so.” Rem walked to the wall and leaned back against it. He scuffed his foot against the carpet. “I know you want the best for me, and I admire your determination to get it, but that’s not the way it’s going. I keep getting reminded of that.”
“You have to hang in there. It’s always darkest before the dawn.”
Rem chuckled. “That’s the last straw. Now you’re trying to motivate me with inspirational quotes?”
“I’m willing to try anything.” He took a step toward Rem. “I can just see where you’re headed, and if you don’t do a major course correction, then it’s only going to get worse.”
“Worse? How can it possibly get any worse?”
“I don’t want to know. Which is why you need to find your way back. The sooner, the better.”
“I suppose I can appreciate that.”
“Good.”
Rem went quiet for a second and then spoke softly. “Bearing that in mind, and believe me, I hear what you’re saying, and I know where it’s coming from, but I’ve made a decision.”
Hopeful, Daniels perked up. “What’s that?”
Rem sighed and crossed his arms. “I’m moving.”
Daniels straightened. “You’re what?”
“I’m going to talk to Aunt Audrey. Find out what she wants to do. Since I’m still technically renting from her, I’ll ask if she wants to rent to someone else or find a realtor. Then I’m out of here. Margaret wants to torment me? Well, she’s going to have to find me first.”
Daniels wasn’t sure he heard right. “That’s your answer? That’s what you got after what we just talked about?”
“If you call that a discussion. More like you shouting at me.”
“Me shouting at you?” Daniels couldn’t believe this was his partner’s answer. “Are you crazy? You think moving is going to solve your problems?”
“Why the hell not? What should I do? Stay here and continue to be Margaret’s whipping boy?”
“No. Stay here and find her.”
“I’ve tried. It hasn’t worked. You can keep trying if you want and I wish you the best, but I can’t do it anymore.”
Angry despite trying not to be, Daniels erupted. “You’re going to desert your whole life? You’re going to leave? What about our friendship? What about Mikey? You going to leave her, too?” Rem looked away and Daniels waited. “Well?”
“Maybe it’s safer for both of you if I’m not here. Have you thought of that?”
“No, I haven’t thought of that. That’s ludicrous. Running doesn’t solve anything, and you know it. You’re just reacting to that mess in your pantry.”
“I’m not reacting. I’m thinking it through, and it seems very clear. I will never have a life if I stay here and what’s worse, I’ll have to watch you and Mikey move on.” He gripped his temples. “I just need to start over somewhere else. Maybe if I do, Margaret will leave me alone.”
“It won’t work, Rem. Leaving won’t make you happy and it won’t protect you. The only way to be happy is to face your fears. You have to find the courage to do that.”
Rem studied the floor. “I’m all out of courage, Daniels. Right now, all I want is peace. And I can’t have that here.”
“You’re just tired. You’ll feel better tomorrow. You’ll realize then that this is ridiculous.”
Rem looked up. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave without saying goodbye.”
Defeated, Daniels stepped away. “You’re making a huge mistake, and I worry about what will happen when you realize that.”
“God knows I’ve made plenty of mistakes. I’m getting used to them.”
Daniels raked a hand through his gelled hair. “I’m your friend, but I can’t support you in this.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
Disheartened by Rem’s attitude, he scowled. “What are you going to tell Mikey?”
“I don’t know. I suppose the truth.”
“You’re going to break her heart.”
Rem bit his bottom lip. “As long as her heart’s still beating, that’s all that matters. She’ll move on and I’ll be a distant memory.”
“You seem to think that your absence is no big deal. You have people here who love you. Family. Me.” He watched Rem’s face pale. “Is all of that over, too?”
Rem showed the first signs of emotion. His voice tightened. “I have to do what’s best for all of us.”
Daniels froze. “I see.”
“You’ll always be my friend, Daniels. That will never change.”
“Hard to be friends when you’ve decided to check out. Are you even going to stay in touch?”
“I’ll figure it out when I land somewhere. I may take some time to move around before I do.”
Distressed, Daniels’ heart thudded. “I’m getting the picture. I’m so glad you’ll at least say goodbye before you go. That’s kind of you.”
Rem grumbled. “Daniels, listen—”
“I think I’ve heard enough.” Daniels walked away and headed toward the door. He wanted to yell and scream at his friend but knew it wouldn’t matter. Rem had made up his mind. “You have a nice life, buddy. I hope you find this idyllic fairy land that makes you happy, wherever that may be.” He didn’t wait for Rem to respond before he opened the door and left.



Chapter Six
HOLDING THE MAIL, MASON walked up the stairs and up to the entrance of his P.I. firm SCOPE, which stood for the Study of Cryptids or Paranormal Entities. Growing up in Texas, Mason realized in his youth that he could speak to spirits. He’d ignored the ability and had become a police officer and then a Texas Ranger before realizing he could no longer ignore the voices of the dead. Doing so had led to an addiction to pain pills that had taken him years to seek treatment for. His sister Mikey, girlfriend Valerie, and partner, Trick Monroe, who was also an ex-Ranger, had supported him through it and now, despite a few pitfalls, Mason felt better than he had in years. If the police could just find his psychotic sister, Margaret, then he would have little to complain about, assuming another enemy named Ruben Montes left him alone. After recent issues with his father, though, Mason doubted it. But he could only handle one problem at a time. 
He entered his office, walked through the outer room, and entered the inner one. Mikey sat at the front desk and was staring at her phone.
Mason dropped the mail on the back of the sofa. “Hey. How was your morning?” He took his hat off and hung it on the hook on the wall.
“Fine,” said Mikey. She set her phone down and stared off.
“I met with the Robertsons. They definitely have an attachment in their house. Nothing bad, but it’s going to take a few visits to coax it out. I made another appointment for a home visit. It’s on the calendar.”
“Okay.”
Mason noted the empty second desk in the room. “Trick still with the couple looking for their daughter?” With no paranormal ability to speak of, Trick handled the mainstream side of the business.
Mikey nodded but showed no emotion. “Yes.”
He wondered why he was getting one-word answers. He studied her. She wore her typical skinny black jeans and black shirt and the stud in her nostril twinkled in the light. Some of the weight she’d lost since Rem had revealed that he couldn’t pursue a relationship with her had started to return, and the last two weeks he’d been happy to see the spark in her eyes brighten. “What’s wrong?”
She fiddled with her phone.
“Mikey?”
She sniffed and finally looked at him. “Dinner is off for tonight.” He noticed her shiny eyes.
“Why? I thought Rem was coming over.”
She shook her head. “He just backed out.”
Concern rippled through Mason. “Why? Is something wrong?”
“He found a dead chipmunk in his pantry.”
Mason held his stomach. “A dead chipmunk?” He approached the desk. “Who would kill a chipmunk?”
Mikey’s gaze hardened. “Who do you think?”
Mason thought of Margaret. “Is he sure?”
“I can’t imagine who else would do it.”
Mason sat on the edge of the sofa. “Did he call the police?”
“No. He cleaned it up and tossed it out. Said calling the police was pointless.”
Mason wasn’t sure he disagreed.
“Daniels can’t come either. He’s supposed to see Marjorie, plus he and Rem argued.”
Trying to keep up, Mason frowned. “About what? The chipmunk?”
Mikey swallowed, and he sensed she was fighting back tears. “Rem has decided to move. He met with his aunt today and she gave the okay to talk to a realtor. Rem says he can’t live like this anymore so he’s leaving.”
Mason dropped his jaw. “He’s what?”
A tear escaped her eye and trickled down Mikey’s cheek. “I argued with him, too. Told him that wouldn’t solve anything. But he’s made up his mind.”
Shocked by the turn of events, Mason wasn’t sure what to think. “When’s he going?”
“Said as soon as he can make arrangements to get the house on the market, sell some things and pack.” She swiped her fingers across her cheek. “Said the sooner he’s out, the better.”
Imagining the anguish his sister felt, Mason softened his voice. “Mikey—”
“I’m so stupid.” Her sadness turned to anger, and she stood. “How could I be so dumb? I thought he cared about me. I thought I mattered to him.” She tossed her phone on the desk.
“He does care about you, and you do matter to him.”
“Bullshit.” She swiped at another tear.
“Think about it. He’s finally beginning to feel better. He’s coping with the loss of Chloe. His mental balance is evening out and he’s eager to have dinner and then someone does this. It’s a deliberate attempt to throw him off balance again. He’s only doing what he thinks is best for him and for you.”
“So you support this stupid decision?” she yelled.
“Of course not, but I understand it.”
“Well, I don’t.” She came around to the front of the desk. “What am I supposed to do? Keep pining away for someone I can never have?”
Mason debated what to say. “What do you want to do?”
She groaned and clenched her hands. “I don’t know. I’m just so pissed. How dare he do this? He knows what this will do to me and to Daniels. But he doesn’t care.”
“He does care. In his mind, he’s protecting you.”
She whirled on him. “I’m so sick of that excuse. Nothing he’s doing is protecting anyone. Did it stop Margaret from almost killing us? Did it prevent Oswald’s attack? No. It didn’t.”
Mason heard the outer office door open and assumed Trick was returning. “I’m sure he’s thinking it could be that much worse if you two were together.”
Mikey’s face went red, and she grabbed a pencil holder full of pens. Trick walked in just as she threw it against the far wall. The holder left a mark on the paint and the pens flew everywhere. “Stop defending him,” she yelled.
Trick’s head had narrowly dodged the flying cup. “Whoa,” he said. He stopped at the entry.
Mikey paced. “I’m so tired of feeling like this. If he really loved me, he’d fight for me, the way I fight for him.”
Trick raised a brow at Mason, who held up a hand.
Another tear slid down Mikey’s cheek. “He can’t do this anymore? Well, neither can I. I’m done. Let him go wherever the hell he wants. I could give a shit.” She returned to the desk, grabbed her purse and phone, and walked to the door, where Trick stepped aside.
“Where are you going?” asked Mason.
“Out. I can’t breathe in here.” Mikey passed Trick and stomped out of the office.
Wide-eyed, Trick stared. “What the hell is going on?”
Mason straightened and reached for his hat. “Take a wild guess.”
Trick slumped. “Remalla?”
“You win the gold star.” He put his hat on. “He’s moving away. Somebody put a dead chipmunk in his pantry and Mikey’s pissed.”
“I’d be pissed, too.”
“I’m going after her.”
Trick nodded. “Hey, Red?”
Mason paused at the door. “What?”
“If I ever fall in love, just punch me in the face and knock some sense into me.”
“No problem. See you.”
“Let me know where you are.”
“Will do,” said Mason, as he walked out of SCOPE.



Chapter Seven
SITTING AT THE BAR, Daniels nursed his third drink. He’d told himself he’d stop at two, but still in a funk, he’d decided to go for a third. He took it slow though and reflected on his lousy day. 
After his argument with Rem, he’d tossed and turned and barely slept. He’d started the day in a foul mood, and he’d groused at Manetti to the point where Manetti had told him to go home early, drink water, eat lots of leafy greens and get some sleep. The investigation into Harry Blasek’s death hadn’t helped Daniels’ mood either. They’d spent the day trying to find any of Harry’s family, friends or known acquaintances, but had come up empty. Whoever Harry was, he was good at hiding his secrets. The canvas at Harry’s apartments had revealed exactly what Daniels had expected – nothing. Nobody wanted to talk to the cops.
Frustrated, Daniels had left work and gone to a counseling session with Marjorie. The therapist had suggested that after the meeting Daniels and Marjorie have a date night. Daniels had been looking forward to it, but after his awful day and still pissed at Rem, he’d been surly during the session. Marjorie had done a good job of picking up that he wasn’t mad at her. She’d deflected well enough for the counselor to suggest they pick it up again at their next meeting and to forego the date night for now.
Annoyed, Daniels had agreed, knowing he was not in the best headspace to have a date with his wife. Instead, he’d headed to a local bar he and Rem had occasionally frequented and had ordered a drink, trying to forget his problems. So far, it hadn’t worked.
Deep in thought, he tensed when he heard a noise beside him, and someone put a small purse on the counter. He almost groaned, hoping some woman wasn’t trying to chat him up in the hopes of getting a free drink from the drunk guy at the bar. He averted his eyes, hoping they’d get the hint, when he heard a female voice.
“I didn’t expect to see you here.” A woman slid onto the barstool beside him. “Mind if I join you?”
Daniels looked over to see Kate Shultz, the prosecuting attorney who’d been handling the State’s case against Allison. He and Kate had known each other a while. They’d been friends when Daniels was a teenager and they would hang out together when Kate would visit relatives in his hometown during the summers.
He sat up. “Hey, Kate.” He looked behind her to see if she was alone. “What brings you here?”
“Probably the same thing that brought you.” She wore a slim navy suit with a skirt, and she crossed her trim legs. “All the wonderful benefits our jobs bring us.” The bartender came over and she ordered a drink.
“You had a lousy day, too?”
“Terrible.” She reached for a peanut bowl and dragged it over. “I lost a case. A drug dealer got off on a technicality.”
“Sorry to hear it.” He eyed the other patrons. “You come here often? I didn’t think you were much of a drinker.”
“I’m not. And this is my first time at this fine establishment. I just moved into a new place nearby. I can walk it from here.”
“That’s convenient.” He sipped his drink. “I didn’t realize you were moving.”
“Probably because I didn’t tell you.”
“I guess that makes sense.” He could tell the alcohol was getting to him because he was saying silly things.
“I figured after Allen and I broke up, I needed a change. A new beginning, so to speak.”
“Probably smart. You like the new place?”
“Sure. It’ll do.” She was quiet for a moment. “But I guess no matter where you go, there you are.”
Daniels thought of Rem. “I hear you.” He reached for a peanut from the bowl and ate it. The bartender brought Kate some water and a glass of wine.
“Thanks,” said Kate to the bartender, who walked away. She sipped her wine. “So, what brings you here, Gordon? Care to share your troubles?”
Daniels rubbed his head, not wanting to talk about it but answering anyway. “We’re investigating the death of a man who was shot in the back and who, for some reason, had a picture of me and Rem.” He sighed. “And we don’t know why.”
Kate pursed her lips. “How cryptic. Why would he have a picture of you and Rem?”
“That’s the million-dollar question. When I find out, I’ll let you know.”
She held her wine and swirled it. “You think he was targeting you in some way?”
“Well, I doubt he wanted to befriend us.” He tinkered with his napkin. “He’s dirty and I suspect someone hired him, but for what, I don’t know.”
“Well, if he’s dead, I guess his assignment is over.”
He glanced at her. “And likely given to somebody else.”
“Does that worry you?”
“Maybe it should, but what am I going to do? Hide?” He thought of Rem again. “Not everyone can afford to do that.”
She studied him. “What’s your partner, or should I say former partner, say about it. I assume you told him?”
Daniels recalled leaving Rem’s in anger. “I did.”
“That doesn’t look like the face of contentment.”
“How do you know what my face looks like?”
She smiled. “You forget. I knew you pretty well back in the day.”
“Not that well.”
She swiveled toward him. “One of my bigger regrets.”
He didn’t respond, recalling how Kate had told him she’d had a crush on him as a teenager. He’d had a crush on her too, but they’d never acted on it. Then Kate’s relatives had moved away, and he and Kate had drifted apart until they’d bumped into each other again on the steps of the county courthouse and they’d become reacquainted. She’d been with Allen the accountant and he’d just met Marjorie, so they’d never been more than friends.
“You didn’t answer my question. What’s Rem think about the photo?”
Daniels wasn’t sure what to say. “Rem’s got other things on his mind.”
“I suspect he does.” She reached for a peanut. “You think he’ll come back to the force?” She popped the peanut in her mouth.
Daniels wished he could give a better answer. “It’s not looking good.”
“What’s that mean?”
Daniels sighed and raised his voice. “Hell if I know.” He chuckled with annoyance. “He says he’s going to move away.”
Her eyes widened. “What for?”
Daniels kept the chipmunk incident to himself. “Says he’s had enough.”
Quiet, Kate set her glass down. “Has he received the results from the lab yet, about Chloe’s paternity?”
“No. Not yet.”
“Is that what’s bugging him?”
“It’s one thing in a long line of crap.”
She rested an elbow on the counter. “Why are you so irritated?”
He huffed, not meaning to sound so gruff. “Sorry. It just pisses me off.”
“Obviously, but it’s his life. You know him better than anyone. Once he makes up his mind, he’s like a bill collector. He’s relentless. I should know after dealing with him on Allison’s case.”
“I realize it’s his life.”
“Then maybe you should let him live it.”
Surprised, he narrowed his eyes. “It’s a mistake he’ll come to regret.”
“Says who?”
“Says everyone.” His irritation grew despite his attempts to stay calm. He’d talked to Mikey earlier that day and he’d heard the pain in her voice after she’d told him that Rem had informed her about his plans. “There are people here who love him and want to help, and he thinks running will solve all his problems. That’s not going to happen.”
“How do you know that?”
Tired, Daniels groaned. “I’m not really in the mood to have this discussion. I already had it yesterday with Rem.” He took a healthy gulp of his drink.
Kate didn’t respond at first. She took another sip of her wine and set the glass back on the counter. “Maybe you need to give him the space he needs. What’s the expression? If you love someone and let them go, they’ll come back if they’re meant to. Something like that.”
Daniels recalled his cheesy quote to Rem. “If I thought he was doing it for the right reasons, I’d help him pack. But he’s not. He’s running from Margaret and that is not the answer. He’s a good cop, and if he’d just come to his senses…” He blew out a breath, not sure what else to say.
She nodded. “Have you considered the fact that he’s not cut out for the job anymore? Most people wouldn’t come back from what he’s been through.”
“Not Rem.” Despite his anger, the familiar need to defend his partner bubbled up. “He’s the toughest person I know. He was doing great until…well…” He cursed Margaret and her antics. “…he had a setback.”
“That’s not surprising. Most trauma survivors are on a rollercoaster ride. One minute they’re skipping across the room, ready to take on the day, and the next they’re huddled in a corner just praying to get some sleep. All it takes is a trigger.”
Daniels closed his eyes, again seeing the dead chipmunk hanging from Rem’s shelf. Had he been too hard on his friend? “I’m just worried about him. He’s pulling away from everyone.”
She leaned closer. “Maybe you should stop worrying so much. Focus on yourself. From what it looks like, you’ve been through some trauma yourself.”
He glanced at her and wondered if she knew about his separation from Marjorie. “I’d trade these last six weeks for a visit with my dad.”
Her face fell. “That is bad. The senior Daniels always was a little rough around the edges. I think I annoyed him.”
“Everybody annoys him. I don’t think the man knows how to smile.” He sipped more of his drink and debated getting another.
“Well, before you make a deal with the devil, maybe you should consider another alternative.”
“What’s that?” He finished his drink.
“First, take it easy on yourself. You’re under way too much stress.” She waved at the bartender who came over. “Another round for both of us.”
“No, thanks,” said Daniels. “I’ve already had too much.”
“I told you to relax. Besides, it’s on me. You got somewhere to go?”
Daniels wished Marjorie was at home. If she had been, he may have never come to the bar. “No.”
“Then what’s the hurry?” She nodded at the bartender who started to make their drinks. “You can call a rideshare to pick you up or you can walk to my place.”
Uncertain what she meant, he raised a hand. “Kate—"
“Stop it,” she said. “Don’t give me that look. Your virtue is safe with me. Besides you’re a married man. You can sleep on the couch if you need to. How is Marjorie by the way?”
He wondered why she hadn’t suggested he call Marjorie to pick him up. “She’s great. I…uh…” He stopped before he could say he missed her. He didn’t want to talk about his marriage problems with Kate. “She’s just great. J.P. too.”
“Good. I’m glad.” She popped another peanut into her mouth. “How about we stop talking about our problems and focus on something positive.”
“What would that be?”
She picked up her wine glass and took a healthy sip. “I don’t know. World peace? Climate change? Mass genocide?”
He chuckled. “That’s way more positive.”
“Makes your problems seem mild in comparison, right?” She swiveled back to face the bar.
The bartender finished making their drinks and set them on the counter. Kate slid his fresh drink over to him. “Drink up, Detective Daniels.” She raised her glass. “A toast…”
Daniels hesitated, but then picked up his drink. Maybe Kate was right, and he did need to have a night for himself without worrying about Rem or Marjorie. He clinked his glass to Kate’s.
“To new beginnings…” she said with a wink, “…for all of us.”



Chapter Eight
HIS HEAD POUNDING, DANIELS opened his desk drawer and reached for a bottle of aspirin. 
“Head still hurt?” asked Manetti, who sat at what had been Rem’s desk. It had taken Daniels a while to get used to Manetti sitting there.
“Yes.” Daniels shook out two pills and washed them down with his water.
Manetti closed a folder. “You should always drink plenty of water when you drink alcohol. It dehydrates you.”
Daniels blinked his eyes and groaned. “Thanks for the advice.” He recapped the pill bottle and returned it to his drawer, wondering what in the hell he was thinking drinking so much the previous night. Kate had bought two more rounds for each of them before Daniels had finally called it quits. They’d left the bar and he’d walked her back to her place, where he’d planned to call a rideshare to get home.
Massaging his temples, he vividly recalled what had happened when they’d walked up to her door. They’d both been drunk, and they’d laughed at some dumb joke, and she’d leaned into him. He’d told her good night and she’d pulled back to get her keys out of her purse. After opening the door, but before going inside, she’d asked if he wanted to come in and get some coffee.
Seeing the look in her eyes, Daniels had the clear impression that she was interested in more than coffee. He’d politely declined, and she’d smiled and told him it had been nice to spend time with him and talk about old times. He’d agreed and she’d stepped up close, and before he knew it, she was whispering in his ear, saying “Come inside. I won’t tell if you don’t.”
Heat had bloomed through his body and not the good kind. It was closer to embarrassment. Berating himself for having drinks with a woman who wasn’t his wife and possibly sending her the wrong signals, he’d gently taken Kate’s shoulders and pushed her back. “I’m not that kind of guy, Kate,” he’d said. “I love my wife.”
She’d gone still and he’d wondered if she’d been mad, but then the moment passed. “Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she’d said, patting him on the arm, then told him goodnight and went inside.
Angry at himself, he’d walked for an hour, thinking about his life and what the hell he was doing with it, before finally feeling sober enough to return to his car and drive home.
After another lousy night’s sleep, he’d awakened with a monstrous headache which had refused to subside all morning, and Manetti’s advice wasn’t helping. His new partner had already printed out two hangover recipes which he swore by, were low carb, and he’d used himself after overindulging.
Daniels had thanked him and slid the recipes in his desk drawer. Eyeing a banana, he pulled it out and began to peel it, feeling Manetti’s eyes on him. “You say one word about this banana, and I’m putting in a complaint to Lozano.” He finished peeling and took a healthy bite. It was his first food of the day, and it was almost noon.
Manetti held out a hand. “Eat what you want.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s just that a banana isn’t the best choice right now.”
Daniels glared. “Manetti…”
The glare seemed to do it and Manetti returned his focus to his laptop. “Sorry. Won’t say another word.”
Daniels flipped through his notes. “There is a God.” He reviewed his scribbles on Harry Blasek. The toxicology report had come back and there had been no drugs or alcohol in his system. No drugs had been found at the apartment either so the theory that Harry’s death could have been drug related was crossed off the list. Forensics had dusted for fingerprints and had found Harry’s and one other person’s, who had yet to be identified. They didn’t even know if it was male or female. The apartment complex had no cameras, and the neighbors weren’t talking. Harry did not appear to be employed but he had plenty of money in his bank account, all cash deposits. His cell phone was a burner with only two numbers on it. One had been disconnected and the other was a New York City number, where Harry had lived and served time. Daniels had tracked it and found it went to a business named Bartholomew Inc. which had a P.O. box for an address. He’d called it, but an automated voicemail had picked up. Daniels had left a message, identifying himself and saying it was about Harry and had left his number. So far, no one had called him back.
Manetti had located and called Harry’s former parole officer from New York and Daniels had contacted the NYPD to try and find the investigating officer on Harry’s case. Someone had taken his information and said they would call him back. Manetti was still waiting to hear from the parole officer.
Finishing with his notes and with nothing new to add, he set the notebook aside, and thought of Rem. Rem had called the previous evening while Daniels had been at the bar drinking with Kate. His phone had still been on silent mode after his session with Marjorie, so he hadn’t heard it. He hadn’t realized Rem had called until after he’d gone home. Rem had left a message, telling Daniels that it wasn’t urgent but just to get in touch when he had a chance. Not wanting to return the call that night and his head blaring when he woke, he’d put off contacting Rem, but now he figured he should call back.
Rubbing his neck, he saw his captain, Frank Lozano, leave his office and approach his and Manetti’s desks. His tie was loose, and his red shirt complemented his brown skin, but did little to hide the captain’s wider waistline. No matter how many diets the captain’s wife put him on, Lozano never lost the extra weight around his waist. Daniels suspected the snacks in the captain’s desk drawer didn’t help.
“How’s it going with Harry Blasek?” asked Lozano. “Any progress?”
Daniels held the bridge of his nose while Manetti went into detail about their findings.
Lozano smirked when Manetti finished. “I asked for a progress report, not a book. Short and sweet will do.”
Manetti straightened the papers on his desk. “Sure thing, Captain.” He was still getting comfortable with Lozano. As a new detective, he wanted to impress. Daniels understood. He’d felt the same way when he’d first been assigned to Lozano. It hadn’t been until Rem had been partnered with Daniels and they’d both worked for Lozano that Daniels had eased up. It was hard not to when Rem had showed no discomfort at all around the captain. From day one, he’d joked with Lozano about Lozano’s clothes, food, and ex-wives. Daniels had wondered if the joking would cause Lozano to reassign Rem, but it hadn’t taken long to see that Lozano had appreciated the good-natured ribbing and a detective who didn’t cower to him. It didn’t hurt that Rem was good at his job, too. And partnered with Daniels, he was even better.
Daniels sighed at the memories. “Right now, we don’t have much, but we’re still waiting to hear from New York. Hopefully, they can shed some light on Harry Blasek.”
“See,” said Lozano to Manetti. “Short and sweet.” He eyed Daniels. “What about that photo of you and Rem? Any ideas on that?”
Still holding his banana, Daniels shook his head. “Nothing. We have no idea why he had it.”
“Well, until we do, keep your eyes and ears open.” Lozano smoothed his tie. “Rem, too. Does he know about it?”
“He does,” said Daniels. “He’s keeping an eye out.” Daniels chose not to bring up the subject of Rem moving away.
“Good,” said Lozano. “I don’t think I need to remind anyone that Margaret Redstone is still running around out there, and if this has something to do with her, we need to be careful.”
“Yeah. We know.” Daniels took another bite of his banana.
Manetti bobbed his head up and down. “We’re on it, Captain Lozano. I’ll keep an eye on Detective Daniels.”
Daniels almost choked but held back a cough.
“Good for you,” said Lozano. “But that’s your job. You both keep an eye on each other. Especially when it comes to Margaret Redstone.”
“Yes, sir.” Manetti’s cell rang and he picked it up and read the display.
Daniels almost spoke Manetti’s next words with him.
“It’s Annabelle.” Manetti eyed Lozano with trepidation.
Lozano ticked up a brow. “Well, go on. Take it. I know better than anyone that you don’t ignore a call from your wife.”
“Thank you, Captain.” Manetti stood and answered as he walked away.
Lozano waited until Manetti was gone. “How’s he doing?”
Daniels set his banana on a napkin on his desk. “Great, if you like keto diets, lots of water, and not bananas.”
“What the hell’s wrong with bananas?”
“That’s a great question, Cap. Apparently, there’s a list.”
Lozano grumbled. “Screw that. If I want a banana, I’m eating a banana.”
“Agreed.”
Lozano turned pensive and leaned against the edge of Daniels desk. “You talk to that wayward ex-partner of yours recently?”
Daniels sipped some water. “Saw him a couple of days ago.”
“How’s he doing? Any signs he’s interested in returning to his job?”
“Uhm, well,” he picked at the edge of a folder, “we had a setback, but I’m not giving up just yet.”
“What kind of setback?”
Daniels debated whether to say anything, but then figured Lozano ought to know. He filled the captain in on the dead chipmunk.
“And he didn’t report it?” asked Lozano. “Why the hell not?”
“Said it didn’t matter.” He paused. “And to be honest, I tend to agree.”
Lozano straightened. “Screw that. If we want to catch this woman, Remalla needs to report that crap, whether he likes it or not. Why the hell didn’t you report it?”
Tired of thinking about it, Daniels leaned back in his seat. “Because we argued, and I left.”
“Argued about what?”
Feeling the heaviness of the subject, Daniels told Lozano about Rem’s plans.
“Moving?” said Lozano, his voice rising. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”
“I sorta said the same thing. Thus, the argument.”
“You think he’s serious, or just having an overreaction to the chipmunk?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him since.”
“Well, get on the horn and find out. I’m not ready to give up on getting his ass back in that chair.” He nodded toward Manetti’s desk.
Daniels sighed when his head flared. “Me either, Cap. Me, either.”
“I can only wait so long, though. You know that.”
“Yeah. I know.” Dejected, Daniels eyed the banana, no longer hungry. He debated putting it on Manetti’s desk just to see the look on his face. He didn’t have time though because Manetti returned, looking concerned.
“I have to go,” he said.
“Why? Something wrong?” asked Lozano.
Manetti flinched, and Daniels felt for him. “Is it Annabelle?” asked Daniels.
Manetti slid his phone into his pocket. “Uh, yes. Nothing serious. She went to the Korean grocery not far from here. You know the place? Their kimchi is the best.”
“Do I look like I care?” asked the captain.
Manetti paled. “Sorry. No. I mean yes.” He stammered. “I mean…I don’t know.”
Daniels stifled a smile.
“Annabelle has a flat tire,” Manetti blurted out. “I’d like permission to go help her. I’ll change it and come right back, Captain. It shouldn’t take more than an hour.”
Lozano held Manetti’s gaze. “An hour?”
Manetti nodded his head with vigor. “At most. I’ll try and make it forty-five minutes.”
Lozano waved his hand with a huff. “Go on. Get out of here. Make sure she’s safe.”
Manetti visibly relaxed. “Thank you, sir.” He grabbed his jacket. “I’ll work late tonight, sir.” He headed toward the door.
“Don’t worry about that. You’ve put in plenty of extra time around here, Manetti.”
Manetti stopped at the door. “Thanks, Cap.” He pushed through the doors and disappeared.
“That man needs to relax,” said Lozano.
“It’s the lack of carbs, I’m sure,” replied Daniels.
Lozano chuckled. “Keep me apprised on the Rem situation.”
“When I know something, you’ll know something.”
Lozano grunted and headed back to his office.
Daniels went back to his papers, pleased to feel his headache beginning to ease up. Deciding to finish his banana after all, he picked it up and munched on it. He spent the next fifteen minutes going over what he already knew, when he decided to call Rem back. Some small kernel of hope blossomed that he’d possibly reconsidered and had decided against moving.
Before he could call, his phone rang, and an unknown number appeared on his display. Curious, he answered. “Detective Daniels.”
It was a woman. She spoke softly. “Is this the detective from the alley where Harry died?”
He sat up. “It is. Who’s this?”
She was quiet for a moment. “I spoke to you.”
Daniels recalled the skinny woman who’d looked like she needed a fix.
“I remember. Did you recall something about Harry? Or anything else?”
She paused and he hoped she wouldn’t hang up. She whispered. “I saw something.”
Daniels’ heart picked up its pace. “What did you see?”
Silence again.
“What’s your name?” asked Daniels.
He heard her breathing. “Tonya.”
“Hi, Tonya.” He soothed his voice. “Nobody has to know you called. I’ll keep it between you and me.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“Okay.” She paused. “But not on the phone. Come to the alley where Harry died. Behind the dumpster.”
Wonderful, thought Daniels. The lovely smelling dumpster. “Why not over the phone?”
“Because I have to show you something. Be there in thirty minutes.”
Daniels eyed the clock. “Can we make it an hour? I have to wait for my partner.”
“No. I can’t. I’m freaked out enough as it is. Thirty minutes. I’ll be gone if it’s thirty-five.”
“Tonya, maybe—” He was talking to dead air, though. Tonya had hung up.



Chapter Nine
REMALLA STARED AT THE boxes in the closet, dreading opening them. The last time he’d tried, he’d gotten blitzed with vodka and had shown up to work hungover, barely able to function, and likely still drunk. It had not been a good look and he’d been lucky that Lozano had come in late that day. 
Touching the box closest to him, he thought of Jennie. These were her things. Not long after she’d died, he’d gone through everything that was hers and put it all in boxes. He hadn’t lived at the house at the time, but when he’d moved, he’d brought the boxes with him and had stored them all in the closet in one of the upstairs bedrooms. They’d remained there since, except for the one time he’d tried to go through them on the second anniversary of her death. He’d managed one box before getting called into work but seeing the items inside had been enough to spiral him into a nasty bit of depression which had led to the alcohol intake.
He and Daniels had discussed returning to the boxes later, but that day had not come. Rem hadn’t summoned the courage, until today. If he was really going to move, he’d have to go through them and decide what to keep or get rid of. After talking to Aunt Audrey, she’d recommended Aunt Beatrice, who was a realtor. Beatrice had told him he needed to remove any clutter, thoroughly clean the house, and touch up some paint. The cleaning and painting would be easy, but Jennie’s boxes – those were a different story.
Not wanting to do it alone, he’d called Daniels the previous night, mainly to apologize for how he’d handled things during their argument, but also to ask him for help. He doubted his former partner would be thrilled to assist Rem with his packing, but that’s what friends were for. Even if you disagreed, you still showed up, especially for this. Daniels was the only one who understood the effect of Jennie’s death on Rem and would know how hard it would be to go through her things. He’d be there for Rem even if he didn’t like it.
But Daniels hadn’t answered, and Rem figured he was still angry. He knew his friend well enough to know that he would need time to cool off and maybe it was too soon. Standing in the closet, Rem checked the time, and it was already noon, and he still hadn’t heard from Daniels. He figured he’d give him another couple of hours before calling back. If he was still mad, then they’d talk it through. They’d survived arguments before, and this time shouldn’t be any different. Daniels wouldn’t be happy that Rem hadn’t changed his mind, but Rem was certain he’d eventually understand.
Running his hand over the box, Rem closed his eyes and sighed. Sadness enveloped him and he wished he had another choice. He didn’t want to move. He liked this house and the neighborhood, despite the things that had happened in both.
His mind flashed to Mikey and his chest tightened further. Still hearing her voice on the phone after he’d told her his plans, his heart fell. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her. It was just the opposite. If he stayed, they could never be together, and watching her move on with someone else would be too difficult. He needed a life and the only way to have one was to leave. He was convinced of that.
Trying to avert another spiral after allowing himself to dwell in painful memories, he decided to wait on the boxes for now. He’d talk to Daniels before he opened them. There were other things he could do first before dealing with Jennie’s memories.
Pulling himself from the past and trying not to think of Mikey, he left the closet and shut the door behind him.

Daniels walked through the alley. He’d parked just down from the apartment complex, not sure whether or not he should be seen. Tonya had seemed pretty spooked about telling him what she knew and not wanting anyone to know about it. He’d avoided the lobby and had instead come in from the back. He figured that was secret enough. If anyone saw him from their window, there was little he could do about it.
He doublechecked the time. His thirty minutes were up, and he hoped Tonya hadn’t left. He’d contacted Manetti to tell him about Tonya’s call and to meet him in the alley. Manetti had finished with Annabelle’s tire and was on his way, but Daniels was still about ten minutes ahead of him. He kept walking though, aware of the time and not wanting to lose out on whatever information Tonya might have. It might be their only chance to get a break in the case.
Approaching the complex, he saw the crime scene tape was still up where Harry’s body had been found and he walked around it. He spotted the dumpster but didn’t see Tonya. He cursed, hoping he wasn’t too late. He knew her apartment number though, assuming she hadn’t lied. If she didn’t show, he could look for her there if needed. Although if she ditched him out here, she’d likely ditch him anywhere.
Keeping an eye on his surroundings, he neared the dumpster. “Tonya?” he called but didn’t get a response. He wondered if she was hiding nearby and waiting and now that he was here, she’d appear. Giving her a minute, he shot off a text message to Manetti to let him know he’d arrived and was hoping Tonya would show.
A few seconds passed before Manetti responded, telling Daniels he’d just parked and would be there soon.
A shuffling noise drew his attention and he swiveled. The dumpster backed up to a fence where a large tree grew. Its long leaves and thick branches partially obscured the fence where a pile of junk had been dumped. He spotted the remains of a broken chair, bricks and what looked like construction debris, which included a short stack of two by fours. He wondered if Tonya would be worried enough to actually hide near the fence. He stepped around the side of the dumpster, smelling the familiar odor of rotting food.
“Tonya? You there?” he asked.
The shuffling became footsteps and Daniels turned but instead of seeing Tonya, he saw a man. Holding one of the two by fours from the debris, the man swung it. Daniels reached for his gun but barely pulled it from its holster before the board slammed into his side. The impact buckled his knees, and he went down hard, a sharp pain shooting through his ribs. Someone kicked him in the stomach and his breath rushed out of him. Stunned and trying to breathe, he attempted to swivel away when someone stomped on his wrist with a heavy boot. He heard a crack, pain rocketed up his arm and he cried out.
“Stop,” he tried to say but the words were lost in his agony. “I’m a…a cop.” He tried to move but it hurt too much. The attackers weren’t done; he was punched in the face, causing his head to bounce against the ground and he saw stars. Praying they would finish and leave, he felt his eye begin to swell and had trouble opening it. If he could see who was doing this, he could at least identify them later.
“We know who you are,” said a male voice.
Another man chuckled. “Any last words?”
Daniels, shaking from the attack, opened his good eye and managed to focus. He saw two men, one black and one white. The black one was of average build and stature. The white guy was big. “Who are you?” he managed to ask, holding his ribs and his voice trembling. He wondered where Manetti was. He had to be close.
He heard another laugh and then the black man leaned close. “We’re your judge and jury, Detective.”
The man stepped back, and Daniels saw the big guy step over him and lift the board like it was a piece of balsa wood. Marjorie and Rem’s faces appeared in his mind, and he realized he may never see them again. “Don’t,” he muttered. Hoping to escape, he turned and tried to scramble away but the pain in his side and arm made it impossible.
“Say goodnight, Detective.”
Daniels had a brief sensation of his headache roaring back, and then everything went dark.

Rem dabbed more paint on his kitchen cabinet and then stepped back and checked his work. Beatrice had suggested touching up the kitchen and Rem could see why. There were nicks and scratches that had accumulated since he’d moved in. He’d found the extra paint in the garage and had spent the last two hours repainting the cabinets. Thankfully, he didn’t have that much to clean up and was almost done. He’d spent the morning doing odd jobs like oiling hinges so they didn’t squeak, cleaning baseboards and wiping cobwebs from light fixtures. Once that was done, he’d moved on to the painting.
Satisfied with what he’d completed so far, he set the brush down on a towel beside the paint can and figured it was too early for a beer, so he grabbed a soda from his fridge and popped the tab open. Taking a sip, he checked the clock on his oven, thinking he’d given Daniels plenty of time to return his call. If he hadn’t cooled off by now, that was too bad.
He found his phone and hit the button for his friend. He heard it ring a few times and go to voicemail. After hearing the beep, Rem left a message. “Hey. It’s me again. If you’re still mad, I get it. I just thought we should talk. Plus, I need a favor.” He paused, thinking about the boxes in his closet. “It’s important so call when you get a chance.” He hung up, hoping everything was okay, but figured Daniels was likely caught up in his recent case.
He set his phone down, took another sip of his drink, and spotted another mark on a cabinet door that needed some paint.
“Figures,” he said. He set his soda down and reached for the paint brush when his phone rang. Hoping it was Daniels, he turned and grabbed his phone. The display brightened with Lozano’s name.
Not expecting his former captain to call, he frowned and answered. “Hey, Cap.” Even though Lozano was no longer his captain, Rem couldn’t imagine calling him Frank or anything else. “What’s up?”
“Remalla.” Lozano spoke with a subdued voice, which wasn’t like his usually verbose captain.
“Yes?” Rem waited but his captain was quiet, and Rem suddenly felt scared. “What is it?”
“You sitting down?”
The scared feeling lurched into full-blown fear. “What’s wrong?” His heart rate jumped and his skin broke into chills.
“You should sit.”
Rem gripped the phone. He thought of Daniels. Why hadn’t his partner called him? “Is it Daniels? Is he okay?”
He heard Lozano sigh. “He was attacked and beaten. I’m at the hospital.”
Rem struggled to breathe. “How…how is he? Does Marjorie know?”
“She knows. She’s here.” He spoke softly. “Rem. It’s not good.”
Rem felt slightly dizzy, and spots formed in his vision. He grabbed a kitchen chair, slid it over and sat. “What the hell happened?”
“He was meeting with someone who claimed to have information on his and Manetti’s murder case. Manetti found him.”
“Where the hell was Manetti?” Rem yelled. “Why wasn’t he with Daniels?” Rem bit his lip, trying to keep his panic at bay. This couldn’t be happening.
“Now is not the time to discuss the details. I suggest you get your butt down here. They just took him into emergency surgery for a head injury.”
“Head injury. Shit.” Rem gathered himself. He had to pull it together. “Okay. I’m coming.”
Lozano gave him the name of the hospital and where to go when he arrived. Rem hung up, grabbed his keys, and not bothering to change his paint-stained clothes or clean his hands, he ran out the door.



Chapter Ten
REM WATCHED THE ELEVATOR buttons light up as he ascended. Anxious, he couldn’t stand still. Shaking his hands, he waited until the elevator finally slowed and stopped and Rem jumped off. He stared down the hall, seeing the sign for the surgical waiting area and a set of double doors. Officers in uniform milled about on the floor, which told Rem he was in the right place. A few of them said hello as he raced by, and their somber looks made his heart skip. Surely it couldn’t be that bad. This was Daniels. He was as strong and bullheaded as an ox. Whatever it was, he could recover. 
Repeating that mantra in his head, he pushed the doors open and stepped inside. More officers filled the space, many in uniform and others in plain clothes. Several greeted Rem, but others just stared as if unsure what to say. He spotted Lozano in the corner sitting with Marjorie. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Manetti standing at a window and staring out, his face taut.
Rem ran over and Marjorie spotted him. Her tear-stained face was hard to miss. She stood, Rem met her, and she hugged him like she’d never see him again. Rem heard her breath catch and suspected fresh tears were emerging.
“Rem,” she said, in a whisper. She buried her face in his shoulder.
Rem held her, his pulse racing. The fear he’d held back on his drive over came roaring back. “It’s okay. I’m here. He’ll be okay.” He eyed Lozano, who sat in one of the chairs, his expression morose. Rem needed to know what had happened. “Have you heard anything?”
Marjorie shook her head. “No.” She gulped in air. “He’s still in surgery.”
Lozano stood and walked over. “They say it could be a while.”
Rem squeezed Marjorie, trying to offer her the reassurance she desperately sought. They stood that way until Marjorie seemed calmer and she pulled away. Lozano grabbed some tissues from an end table and handed them to her.
Rem guided her back to the chair where she sat and dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. “Stay there,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
She sniffed and nodded. “Okay.” Letting go of a shaky breath, she held her head in her hands.
Rem stepped close to Lozano. “What happened?”
Lozano crossed his arms and grunted. He eyed the room as more uniformed men and women joined the crowd. “Daniels went to meet a source for information on a recent murder case. Manetti was right behind him, but Daniels got there first. Not exactly sure what happened, but when Manetti arrived, Daniels was unconscious and bleeding. Manetti got an ambulance and called me. After contacting Marjorie, I rushed down here, hoping it was not as bad as Manetti implied.” His face furrowed. “Unfortunately, it was worse. It wasn’t long after Marjorie and I made it here that a nurse informed us that Daniels had suffered significant head trauma and was being rushed into surgery. We headed up here and were told to wait. That’s when I called you.” He glanced at Manetti. “I’ve got Georgios and Titus at the scene. I’m hoping they can find this source Daniels was meeting but so far, I haven’t heard anything.”
Rem’s mind raced. Trying to take it all in, he followed Lozano’s gaze and glared at Manetti, who was still staring out the window. “Why didn’t they go together?” Despite knowing that sometimes partners got separated, his anger grew.
“Manetti left the station to help change his wife’s tire. Daniels got the call while Manetti was gone. He went anyway but was in contact with Manetti the whole time.”
“He should have been there.”
“Daniels was meeting a woman named Tonya. I suspect he didn’t feel threatened.
Rem glowered. “He found a picture of the two of us in a dead man’s apartment. That should have been enough to feel threatened.”
“Well, when your partner recovers, you can yell at him about it, but take your death stare off Manetti. This isn’t his fault.”
Rem looked back at Lozano. “Manetti could have called Triple A, or someone else to fix the tire. Or told his wife to call someone else to pick her up.”
“I gave him the okay. You and I both know that under any other circumstances, it would have been no big deal.”
“But these aren’t any other circumstances, and when shit like this happens, the scrutiny ramps up. My partner could be dying…”
“Ex-partner.”
Rem froze. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying he’s your ex-partner. Nothing more.”
Rem couldn’t help but wonder if Lozano was implying that if Rem had been there, none of this would have happened.
Lozano sensed the same. “And I’m not implying anything. If you’d been there you could both be in surgery right now. That goes for Manetti, too.”
Rem shook his head. “No way. This was a planned attack. Whoever it was, was waiting for Daniels. When they saw he was by himself, they took advantage.” He set his gaze back on Manetti. “Daniels should have never been left alone.”
“Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, Remalla. Nobody could have known this was going to happen.”
Remalla bit back an angry retort. As far as he was concerned, they should have seen this coming from a mile away. “Pardon me if I don’t agree.”
Lozano slumped with fatigue. “Go sit with Marjorie. She needs you right now. When we know more about Daniels’ condition, then you can get mad. But right now, prayers will work a lot better than anger.” He took out a handkerchief and wiped his neck. “So start praying.”
He turned and walked back to his chair beside Marjorie. Rem hesitated, and after another scowl at Manetti, he went to the chair on the other side of Marjorie and sat. She took his hand and gripped it. Rem realized then that Lozano was correct. Right now, their energy had to be focused on Daniels and his family. He could get angry later.
Squeezing Marjorie’s hand, Rem thought of Mikey. Dreading the thought of calling her and feeling sick about putting into words what had happened, Rem eyed Lozano. “Captain.”
Lozano looked over.
“Would you mind calling Mikey Redstone. She and Mason should know, and I don’t think I can—” His voice caught on the words and for a moment, a wave of emotion washed over him. He pushed it back though, not wanting to lose it in front of Marjorie and a sea of officers.
Lozano stared for a second and then nodded. “Sure. I’ll call.”
“You have her number?”
“I do. She’s called me enough times that I saved it.”
That didn’t surprise Rem at all. “Thanks.” Leaning close to Marjorie, he whispered in her ear. “Don’t worry. He’ll get through this.”
She looked up with tear-filled eyes but could only nod.
His emotions rising again, he put his arm around her.

Rem wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he heard the waiting room doors open again. By then, word had spread further, and the waiting room continued to fill as everyone waited for an update on Daniels’ condition.
He didn’t even look up until he heard his name called and spotted Mikey and Mason walking over. Seeing Mikey, that rush of emotion returned, and he wanted to throw himself into her arms the way Marjorie had done with him, but he knew if he did, he wouldn’t be able to keep it together. So he threw on a stoic face and stood.
Mikey, her face pale, made it over to him with Mason behind her. “We came as fast as we could,” she said. “How is he?”
Lozano stood, introduced himself, and shook Mason’s hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Too bad it had to be under these circumstances.”
Mason nodded. “I agree. Have you heard anything?”
Lozano updated them on what they knew while Mikey kept her eyes on Rem. Her gaze made it difficult for him to stay strong and he sensed she knew that. After Lozano’s recap, Mikey didn’t say a word but walked up to Rem and hugged him. Accepting the comfort, Rem took a second to just hold her, but he shook with anxiety. The waiting was killing him and the longer it took, the more scared he became.
“It’ll be okay,” Mikey whispered. “He’s strong.” She pulled back and took his hand. “He’ll get through this.”
Rem couldn’t prevent his eyes from watering, and he sniffed back tears. “He better.”
Mikey pursed her lips and eyed Marjorie. She let go of Rem and squatted in front of her. “Are you okay? Do you need anything?”
“You guys want any coffee?” asked Mason. “I can make a run to the coffee shop. Trick’s on his way. I’ll probably bump into him downstairs.”
Considering they could be in for a long wait, Rem thought a coffee sounded great. “I’d love one.”
“Marjorie?” asked Mikey. “You want something to drink?”
Marjorie finally looked up and wiped her red eyes. “A water, please.”
Since every other time she’d been asked, she’d declined, Rem hoped she was doing a little better. “I can go with you,” he said to Mason.
“No. You stay,” said Mason. “I can go.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Lozano. “I need to stretch my legs.”
“Great,” said Mason. “You want coffee, Mikey?”
“Please,” she said. “Maybe get some cookies or something. I think we could use them.”
Mason nodded and he and Lozano walked into the crowd of officers.
Rem sat again next to Marjorie. Mikey offered Marjorie some comforting words and Marjorie nodded at her but then she dropped her head again. Mikey straightened and sat next to Rem.
She reached over and took his hand. Glad she was there, Rem interlaced her fingers with his, took a deep breath, and continued to wait.

Time seemed to slow to a crawl. Rem tried not to keep checking the clock, but he couldn’t help it. What was taking so long?
Mason and Lozano had returned with the food and drinks, and Trick had been with them. He’d bought a gallon of coffee in an insulated container and had set it on a table in the waiting area with several cups, telling everyone to help themselves. A line had formed behind it and the coffee had gone quickly. Trick had since returned to the coffee shop to get more, and Rem was pretty sure the second batch was almost gone, too. He'd already helped himself to two cups in addition to the coffee Mason and Lozano had brought him.
Marjorie sipped at her water but wouldn’t touch any of the cookies or chips Mason and Trick had purchased. The onlookers had polished those off, too, and Rem wondered how much Trick’s pocketbook could afford when he mentioned getting more. He was feeding a lot of people.
Rem had nibbled on a cookie but had little appetite. He stared at the clock as one hour became two and was about to roll over into three when the surgery doors opened, and a man stepped out. He wore scrubs, a blue surgical covering was on his head and his armpits were stained with sweat. He eyed the room and the people in it, before asking for Mrs. Daniels.
Relieved and terrified at the same time, Rem stood along with Marjorie. He took her arm as she walked over to the doctor. “I’m Marjorie Daniels.” She stood straight, as if preparing for bad news.
“I’m Doctor Banfield. I operated on your husband.”
The whole room went quiet, and Lozano, Mikey, Mason, and Trick stood off to the side.
“How is he?” asked Marjorie, her face stricken. “Is he okay?”
Rem set his jaw and prayed for good news.
The doctor looked around the room. “We should talk. Why don’t you come with me? There’s a room we can go to for more privacy.” He gestured toward the doors he’d just walked through.
Marjorie hesitated, but then glanced at Rem, who had every intention of going with her. “He needs to come, too.”
The doctor looked at Rem. “Is he family?”
Marjorie nodded. “Yes.”
“Okay. Follow me.
Rem let go of a sigh of relief. He didn’t know what he would have done if the doctor had told him he couldn’t join Marjorie. Marjorie took his hand and they followed Banfield though the doors and down a hall. He stopped at a door and opened it. Rem could see a carpeted room with a small couch and two chairs. A table with a box of tissues on it sat between them.
“Have a seat,” said the doctor. “This will give us a place to talk without having so many others listening.”
Rem swallowed, wondering what that meant. Was the news that bad? He told himself it likely had to do with privacy issues, but it still scared him. He and Marjorie walked in and sat on the couch. The doctor sat in one of the chairs and took off his head covering. His hair underneath was dark and sweaty.
Marjorie held her elbows and seemed to curl up. Rem figured she was as scared as he was. He sat beside her and took her hand. She gripped him with an uncommon strength, and he made a mental note not to squeeze her hand too hard in return. At that point, he was so full of pent-up energy, he wanted to kick a hole in the wall.
Marjorie reached for a tissue. “How is he?” she asked, holding the tissue to her lips.
“You should know, your husband is a tough cookie. We had a couple tense moments in surgery, but he made it through. He’s in recovery and will be moved to intensive care soon.”
Rem released a long breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.
“Thank God,” said Marjorie. “He’s alive.”
“Yes, he’s alive,” said Banfield. “But he’s not out of the woods.”
The tension that had been briefly relieved returned. “Why?” asked Rem.
Marjorie waited and bit her lip.
“Your husband has suffered a skull fracture. His brain swelled and we had to perform immediate surgery to release the pressure. Without it, he would certainly suffer brain damage or even death.”
Marjorie crumpled her tissue. “What does that mean? How do you relieve the pressure?”
“We removed a piece of his skull known as the skull cap. That allows the brain to swell and prevent further damage. Once the swelling abates, we’ll return the piece we removed.”
Rem’s entire body tensed. All he heard was further damage. “Are you saying he’s got brain damage?” His mind whirled, and he told himself not to panic.
“We don’t know. There’s no way to be sure until we get him through this, assuming he recovers.”
Marjorie paled more. “Is he going to die?”
The doctor studied his hands before looking up. “Your husband is in critical condition and in a coma, Mrs. Daniels. Considering his injuries, he’s susceptible to infection, seizures, hemorrhaging, and if his brain continues to swell, organ failure and yes, death. The next forty-eight hours are critical.”
Marjorie held the tissue to her lips and tears sprang to her eyes.
“But this surgery,” said Rem, desperate to hear some good news, “that will help with the swelling, right?”
“It will definitely help. But the brain is a tricky organ.” He put a hand on his knee. “This could go any number of ways. He may respond well; the brain swelling will go down and he’ll recover nicely.”
A small kernel of hope bloomed in Rem’s gut.
“But there’s a possibility he’s already suffered brain damage. He could wake up and have to relearn how to talk and walk, or he may never be able to do those things again and will need full time care.”
Marjorie took a heavy breath.
“Or,” said the doctor, his voice softening, “he may not wake up at all.”
Marjorie made a terrible groan in the back of her throat and tears spilled down her cheeks. Rem tightened his hold on her hand.
“And if that’s the case,” said Banfield, “we’d talk to you about organ donation.”
Rem felt like he’d been kicked in the gut. “Organ donation. Seriously?”
“I want to give you all the facts, straight up,” said the doctor. “You need to know what to expect.” He sat back in his chair. “I’m not saying that will happen. From what I’ve seen, Detective Daniels is young, strong and in good shape. I’m hopeful he’ll come out of this just as he was before, but I can’t promise anything. I’ve seen this go a number of ways. Some patients come in with less trauma and don’t survive, and others with worse trauma leave this hospital on their own two feet. Which way your husband goes, well, we’ll just have to see.”
Marjorie swiped at her tears with her tissue and to her credit seemed to bolster herself. Rem was glad she did because he was about to lose it. “What do we do now?” she asked. “Can we see him?”
Hopeful, Rem straightened.
“As soon as they get him settled, you can. For the next forty-eight hours, though, I want to keep visits strictly limited. Immediate family only and just for ten minutes every hour, one person at a time. It’s important to keep stimuli to a minimum. He’s on a ventilator so don’t be shocked when you see him. We’re doing everything we can to allow his body to rest and recuperate. After forty-eight hours, we’ll know more, and we can reevaluate the visits at that time.”
Rem swallowed, praying he would be able to see Daniels.
Marjorie tightened her grip around Rem’s fingers. “Okay. Then it will be me and him who can see him for the next forty-eight hours. We’ll switch off every hour.” She glanced at Rem, her eyes wide and shimmering. “Okay?”
Rem almost cried with gratitude. “Yes. That will work.”
The doctor nodded. “You can visit between eight in the morning and eight at night. And I suggest you use the time outside of that to get some sleep. You’re going to need it. This is going to be a long road and you’ll need your strength.”
Rem couldn’t imagine getting any sleep.
“I’ll check in every day and keep you updated. Make sure the nurse has all your information so you can be reached.”
Rem couldn’t help but think they would need that information in the event Daniels died during the night. The thought was almost enough to buckle him, but he forced himself to stay strong.
Banfield folded the head covering. “You should also know that your husband has other less severe injuries. We took some x-rays, and he has three broken ribs and a broken wrist, plus multiple contusions. Those will heal though.”
Provided he lives thought Rem and mentally chastised himself. If they were going to get Daniels through this, Rem was going to have to be a lot tougher. He shoved his emotions down and sat forward. “Okay.” In the back of his mind, he wondered who’d done this. If he ever found out, he’d kill them with the same degree of force aimed at Daniels, regardless of the consequences.
Marjorie sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. “Okay.”
“I’ll be around so if you have any questions, let the nurse know. She can find me.”
Rem and Marjorie glanced at each other, and Rem wondered if he appeared as lost as Marjorie looked.
The doctor stood. “I have to go but take as much time as you need. The room is yours until you’re ready to leave. As soon as your husband is settled, the nurse will come and get you. Intensive care is just down the hall, so you don’t have to leave the waiting area. I’ll let the nurse know it will be just you and…” he eyed Rem.
Rem cleared his throat. “Aaron Remalla. I’m…his brother.”
“Aaron Remalla,” said the doctor with a nod. “I’ll put you on the list.”
“Thank you,” said Rem.
“You’re welcome,” said Banfield. He eyed both of them. “And hang in there. I know this is rough, but I have high hopes he’ll pull through this.”
“Thank you, doctor,” said Marjorie. “I appreciate what you’ve done.”
Banfield headed to the door. “I’ll see you soon.” He left the room.
Rem and Marjorie sat in horrible silence, the doctor’s words still reverberating against the walls. It seemed impossible that Daniels had been up and moving around that morning. Despite all that Rem had been through, it still shocked him how quickly life could change.
Marjorie’s sobs interrupted the silence. Feeling unsteady himself, Rem let go of her hand. Trying not to cry but failing as a tear slid down his cheek, he put his arm around her and pulled her close.



Chapter Eleven
REM STOOD OUTSIDE DANIELS’ room in intensive care. The door was open, but a curtain was pulled around his bed and Rem couldn’t see Daniels. A large nurses’ station with computers, laptops, phones, and various equipment took up the center of the ICU and allowed the nurses easy access to the patients. Waiting, Rem could hear the whispered voices of two nurses at the station, the hum of medical equipment and the beeping of heart monitors. He wondered how anyone could listen to that all day. 
Anxious, he couldn’t stand still. After the doctor had left him and Marjorie, they’d taken a few minutes to absorb the news, but then they’d returned to the waiting area to tell the others about Daniels’ condition. Relieved that he was alive, everyone offered a collective sigh, but also quiet reflection, since it was obvious Daniels’ life was still in danger. After that, the crowd slowly thinned and cleared out since there was little anyone could do except wait.
Marjorie had collected herself well enough to call Daniels’ family and Rem had settled back in his chair to prepare himself for seeing Daniels. Lozano and Mikey had stayed, and Mason and Trick had cleaned up the waiting area. They’d remained for a while longer before Mikey had told them it was okay to go. She wanted to stick around to be sure Rem got home okay and said Mason could pick her up later at Rem’s.
Rem had wanted to tell her not to worry about him, but he didn’t have the strength and part of him was glad she stayed. As difficult as it was, he had to admit he needed her right now. He could be strong for Marjorie, but Mikey could be strong for him, and that kept him going.
Manetti had been one of the last to leave, and before going, he’d stopped to talk to Rem. He’d tried to offer sincere wishes that Daniels would be okay. Rem had stood but couldn’t bring himself to speak. Manetti was obviously uncomfortable, and Lozano watched from his seat.
When Manetti had offered to help Marjorie or Rem with anything they’d needed, Rem had finally snapped, yelling at Manetti that if he’d been there, none of this would have happened. He should have stuck with his partner. In some part of his logical mind, Rem knew it wasn’t fair to blame Manetti, but angry and frustrated, he needed to vent. Manetti had looked away, his face turning red, and Lozano had stood and joined them. He’d taken Manetti by the arm and talking to him quietly, had steered him away from Rem. That had suited Rem just fine. Manetti was the last person he wanted to talk to anyway.
After Manetti was gone, Lozano had returned, and Marjorie’s sister, Katie, had arrived. Marjorie’s mother was watching J.P. and Katie sat with Marjorie for a while, and then managed to convince her to get up and move around. After Rem promised he’d find them if the nurse came, Marjorie and her sister headed down the hall.
Not long afterward, Kate Schultz arrived. Looking shocked, she’d told Rem she’d spent the day in court and hadn’t heard until recently what had happened. After Rem had filled her in, she’d sat in disbelief.
Marjorie returned soon after, her face washed, and her hair brushed, and looking a little less frazzled and Kate had rushed over to her, telling her how sorry she was about Daniels, that she would pray for him, and that it was hard to believe since she’d seen Daniels the previous night and he’d been fine.
Rem had caught the look on Marjorie’s face and Mikey had leaned in and whispered. “Kate may mean well, but she should leave. Marjorie doesn’t like her.”
Rem knew Mikey had a weird sense about things, so he’d always trusted her insight. Marjorie had passed Kate without saying a word and Rem had stood, taken Kate’s arm, and guided her out, saying there was little she could do but thanking her for coming. He encouraged her to go home, and he would be in touch with any updates. Thankfully, she’d nodded her agreement and left, which relieved him. He couldn’t handle taking care of her, too.
Then he sat again and continued to wait until a nurse had finally come for Marjorie, saying she could see her husband. Marjorie had jumped up and followed the nurse behind the doors. Fifteen minutes later, she’d reemerged, her face red and splotchy and fresh tears running down her face. She’d hugged her sister and then hugged Rem, but had said little about the visit, other than to tell Rem he could go back in an hour. By then, it would be close to eight p.m. and Rem would be the last visit of the day.
Now, staring at the closed curtain to Daniels’ room, Rem put his clenched hands in his pockets and bounced his leg with nervous energy. His stomach rumbled since he’d barely eaten, but he ignored it. A nurse at the station, whose nametag read James, had told him to wait until the nurse that was with Daniels came out from behind the curtain.
A long minute passed, and the nurse finally emerged. Her nametag read Cindy and she approached him.
“You must be Aaron Remalla?”
Rem nodded at her. “I am.”
“Feel free to go back. You can stay for ten minutes. Visiting hours end at eight so you can come back in the morning.”
Rem nodded again and she started to walk away. Uncertain, Rem sputtered. “Can I…can he…?”
The nurse stopped and her professional demeanor softened as if she understood his reluctance. She turned and walked back. “Just talk to him.”
“Can he hear me?”
“It’s possible, but we’re not sure. There’s a chair so just sit beside him. It’s okay to take his hand. He won’t break.”
Nervous, Rem nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”
The nurse patted his arm. “When you first see him, it will be a bit of a shock, so just give yourself a second to adjust.”
Rem hoped he could handle it without falling apart. He thanked the nurse again and she walked away. He took a few steps, entered the room, and stopped at the curtain. After taking a deep breath, he pulled it aside enough to walk past it. It fell back into place and Rem saw his partner in bed. Machines and tubes surrounded him. There was a heavy bandage around his head, and his left eye was bruised and swollen along with his left cheek. His left wrist was splinted, and his fingers were puffy and discolored, but the worst was the ventilator. A large tube protruded from Daniels’ mouth and was secured in place with surgical tape. A machine whirred as the tube inflated Daniels’ lungs with air in a slow methodical rhythm. It was almost too much to bear, and Rem fought the urge to run. His chest tightened and it became hard to breathe.
Forcing himself to take long, deep breaths, he calmed down. His heart still thudded, and he wanted to fall to his knees and weep, but straightening, he swiped at his teary eyes, and approached the bed. His partner didn’t move, and his eyes remained shut. Rem would have given anything in that moment for Daniels to look at him.
He stood at the bedside, just trying to do what Cindy had suggested. Adjust. It was definitely going to take longer than a few minutes. Rem would never get used to seeing Daniels like this and couldn’t imagine his partner not recovering. The only way to deal with it was to tell himself that this was temporary. Daniels would get better and would one day get that tube out of his throat and get out of that bed.
Gathering his courage, he raised a hand and gently touched Daniels uninjured arm that was outside the blanket. When Daniels didn’t move, Rem slid the chair over and sat, and carefully took Daniels’ hand. There was no reaction from his partner.
Rem took a breath, realizing his time was short. “Hey,” he whispered. “It’s me.”
Nothing but the whir of the ventilator responded.
“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”
Rem noted the sound of the heart monitor that beeped along with the rhythm of Daniels’ heart.
“Don’t worry about Marjorie or J.P. I’ll keep an eye on them while you’re out. In fact, the whole force is looking out for them, so they’re in good hands.”
Only beeps and whirs filled the room.
Emotion clouded his thoughts and Rem had the desperate need to release it. Tears sprang into his eyes, but he didn’t want to cry. If Daniels could hear him, Rem didn’t want him to worry, so he pushed back the tears, making his chest burn and his head hurt. Pulling it together, he gently squeezed Daniels’ fingers.
“I can’t stay long, but Marjorie and I will be back in the morning. You just get some rest, okay?”
Rem closed his eyes as fatigue washed over him. It had been a long day. Resting his forehead on the side of Daniels’ bed, he recalled his argument with his partner, and instantly regretted that their last words had been in anger.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered and stayed there, his head on the bed and holding Daniels’ hand, until the nurse came to get him.



Chapter Twelve
THE NEXT MORNING, REM was back at the hospital at eight a.m. Marjorie arrived with Katie soon after. After Rem’s visit with Daniels the previous night, Katie had driven Marjorie back to their mother’s and Mikey had taken the keys from Rem and had taken him home, which was good because Rem had been too exhausted to see straight. 
Once at his house, Mikey had made him a sandwich which Rem had forced himself to eat, knowing he needed sustenance. Mikey had offered to stay in an upstairs bedroom, but Rem had told her he would be okay. He just needed sleep. Mikey had tried to get him to talk, but Rem had effectively stuffed down his sorrow and fears and wasn’t ready for them to surface. He couldn’t help but compare his pain to Jennie and how he’d stuffed back his emotions with her, too. But he told himself Daniels wasn’t dead, so there was no reason to cry. If he did, it would be like giving up.
He’d told Mikey to go home, and he would see her in the morning. Mason had picked her up, and Rem had taken a long, hot shower and attempted to get some rest. Despite tossing and turning with worry, he’d managed a few hours before getting up early. Relieved he’d had no phone calls from the hospital during the night, he’d made himself some eggs and although his appetite still waned, he ate them because he didn’t know when he would eat again. Then he filled a thermos with coffee and had returned to the hospital.
Marjorie went in to see Daniels as soon as she’d arrived, and when she returned, she told Rem he’d had a good night with no complications. Rem gave a sigh of relief, hoping that was a good sign. They had another thirty-six hours to go. He eyed the time, eager for his turn to visit.
Marjorie told him that after speaking to Daniels’ parents the previous day, they’d booked a flight and would arrive around noon. They’d be at the hospital soon after. Rem nodded, wondering how they’d handle Daniels’ injuries. Rem had met them twice before–once at Daniels’ and Marjorie’s wedding and once when J.P. had been born. Both times they been cordial but distant. Daniels talked to his mother on occasion, but rarely spoke to his dad. To say their relationship was strained was an understatement. Daniels’ relationship with his older sister Shelly was worse. Rem had not met her since she’d skipped both the wedding and the birth. Daniels rarely spoke about her.
The morning passed uneventfully as Rem and Marjorie took their turns with Daniels. Mikey had arrived not long after Rem and had been making coffee runs. She’d told them Mason and Trick would stop by later to check in. Rem had encouraged her to return to work, but she’d told him Mason would be okay without her for a few days and she didn’t want Rem sitting alone in a hospital waiting room.
Rem hadn’t argued. Her presence was welcome in such a sterile environment under brutal conditions. Every time he left Daniels’ room to return to the waiting area, Mikey was there. She’d hug him and he’d feel the weight and strain from seeing his partner lift. Then she’d sit with him until it was time for him to go in again.
Katie stayed with Marjorie, and together the four of them maintained the somber vigil of Daniels’ slow recovery, assuming that’s what it was. Rem wouldn’t entertain any other possibility.
At two o’clock, the waiting room doors opened, and Raymond and Elana Daniels entered. Raymond, tall and well-built, much like his son, exuded a stern demeanor but held his wife’s hand tightly, and Rem wondered if that was the only indication of worry he would see from Daniels Sr.
Elana looked a little less composed. Her face was taut, and her cheeks were red. Her dyed blonde hair was up in a bun, but some wisps had fallen out and she’d tucked them behind her ear.
Rem and Marjorie stood and glanced at each other, both knowing that this would be difficult. The complicated relationship between Daniels and his family only added to the strain of comforting parents who knew their son might die. Rem noted that Shelly wasn’t with them.
“Ray, Elana,” said Marjorie, stepping over to them. “I’m glad you made it.” She was much more composed than the day before and she spoke to Daniels’ parents with a quiet reserve, as if guarding herself against them.
“How is he?” asked Elana. She held a small, embroidered purse and she clutched it to her chest. “Any improvement?”
“He did okay through the night. I’ll talk to the doctor later and will know more then. He said the first forty-eight hours were critical and so far, Gordon is hanging in there.”
Ray’s expression remained unchanged. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere else but in a hospital waiting room where his son lay nearby in a coma.
Rem empathized with him. He stood and approached them. “Mr. and Mrs. Daniels. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Aaron. How are you?” asked Elana. “Have you seen him?”
“I have. Visits are limited though.” He spoke to Marjorie. “We need to tell the nurse they’re here.” He looked back and met their worried gazes. “We can see him once an hour for ten minutes. One of you can go in next and the other after that.”
Marjorie turned toward the doors that led to the ICU. “I’ll talk to James and let him know.” She left the waiting area, leaving Rem with Daniels’ parents.
“Why only ten minutes an hour?” asked Raymond. “That’s absurd. He’s our son. Why can’t we go in together?”
“Daniels is in critical condition, sir,” said Rem. “The doctor said it’s important to keep stimuli to a minimum. After we get through tomorrow, we may be able to see him more often.”
Raymond pulled his shoulders back. “I’m going to talk to that doctor. We should be able to see our son whenever we want.”
Elana pulled on her husband’s arm. “Don’t start, Ray. We have to listen to the professionals.”
“I don’t have to listen to anyone I don’t want to. If our son is dying, we have a right to see him together.”
Elana’s face paled more.
“No one said he’s dying, sir,” said Rem.
Raymond frowned. “He’s critical. He’s in a coma. With a traumatic head injury. If he’s getting better, then he better pray he’s not a vegetable.”
Rem bit back an ugly retort, knowing it would not benefit the conversation. How could this man be so cold?
“I told him he should have never been a cop,” added Raymond.
“Be quiet, Ray,” said Elana. “Let’s sit down until we hear from Marjorie.” She pulled on his arm, and they walked to a couple of seats near the doors and sat.
Rem returned to his chair where Mikey waited.
“Those are his parents?” she asked.
“They are.”
“Not the warmest couple, are they?”
“You could say that. I just hope they don’t upset Daniels when they go in and see him. The last thing he needs is for his dad to argue with his doctor at his bedside.”
“You think Daniels can hear what’s going on around him?”
“The nurse says it’s possible. It’s probably why the doctor wants to keep visits to a minimum.”
“Makes sense.” Mikey poked a bag beside her. “Your sandwich is here whenever you’re ready.” She’d gone to the cafeteria an hour earlier with Katie to get food for everyone. Marjorie had managed to take a few bites of hers, but Rem hadn’t touched his.
“Maybe later.” He caught Mikey’s look, but she didn’t say anything. Rem knew that eventually she’d get on to him if he didn’t eat.
Marjorie returned from the ICU area and told Elana that she could go in first and then Ray an hour later. Raymond grumbled, and Rem half-expected him to go in with his wife, permission or not, but Marjorie stood her ground and told him to stay put. Parent or not, Daniels Sr. wasn’t going to get the last word and Marjorie wasn’t going to risk Daniels’ health because of an unruly loved one.
Rem had smiled at her, and she’d smiled back, as she took Elana back to show her where to go. Ray sat in his seat and looked everywhere but at Rem.
Mikey whispered. “You should go talk to him.”
“About what?”
Mikey nudged his arm. “About his son?”
Rem shifted in his seat. “I doubt he wants to talk to me.”
“Why wouldn’t he? You know Daniels better than anyone.”
“Exactly. That’s what pisses him off. I don’t think he likes me much.”
Mikey set the bagged sandwich on the table in front of Rem. “Why not?”
Rem shrugged. “I don’t know. Because it’s convenient? Because in his mind, my presence justifies why his son barely speaks to him and rarely goes home? Or why he didn’t take over the family business?”
“Is that what Daniels was supposed to do?”
“It’s what his dad wanted him to do.”
“And his father still holds a grudge?”
“Like a man holding his last cup of water in the desert.”
Mikey shook her head. “What a waste of energy.”
“Tell me about it.”
She glanced back at Daniels’ father. “You should still talk to him. Despite everything, he’s a man whose son is critically injured. He doesn’t want to show it, but he’s scared.”
Rem sighed and watching Raymond Daniels across the room, he suspected Mikey was right. How could a father not be worried sick about his injured child? He reluctantly sat up. “Okay. I’ll try.” He stood and walked over to Raymond. Raymond didn’t acknowledge Rem and Rem chose not to take it personally. He sat beside him. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
Rem told himself to be kind. “You must be worried. It’s not easy having a loved one in ICU.”
“It’s Elana I’m concerned about. She wears her emotions on her sleeve. She’s always had a soft spot where Gordon’s concerned.”
And you don’t? wondered Rem. “It’s hard on everyone.”
“How come you’re not injured? Aren’t you his partner? Weren’t you with him?”
The questions hit Rem hard because the same thoughts had been in the back of his mind. If he’d been there… If he hadn’t left the force… If he hadn’t been so stupid… “I, uh, left the force about six weeks ago.”
Ray turned to look at him. “Is that so?” He scoffed. “At least one of you has some sense.”
“I wish I had been with him. I wish it was me in there instead of him.”
“That’s foolish. I told Gordon time after time how he’d end up regretting this job. Looks like I’m not as stupid as he thinks I am.”
Rem bit back the need to lash out. He didn’t want to hear anything negative in regard to Daniels. “He’s a good detective, sir. One of the best. He’s helped a lot of people. You should be proud of that.”
“The only thing I’m proud of is the hope that if he recovers, he might have gotten enough sense knocked into him to get out of police work while he still can. He can bring Marjorie and J.P. home and still take over when I retire.”
Rem wanted to laugh, knowing Daniels would never do that. Even if Daniels did choose to leave the force, he’d never go home. “Daniels loves what he does.”
“I thought you loved it, too, but it looks like you got smart.”
“My situation is…complicated.”
“Aren’t they all?” He pointed toward Mikey. “I bet if I asked your girlfriend, she’d feel the same as me. Relieved.”
Rem started to correct Raymond but didn’t see the point. “She supports me no matter what I choose.”
“Saying and thinking are two different things. That’s the difference. I say what I think.”
At what cost? thought Rem. He had to wonder if all this bravado displayed by Daniels’ dad only masked the fear of losing his son to a dangerous profession. And in Raymond’s mind, running a chain of hardware stores meant keeping Daniels safe. Maybe Raymond wasn’t as honest with himself as he proclaimed to be with others.
“Daniels is only doing what he loves. Isn’t that what anybody wants? It may be risky, but he’s happy. Doing something you don’t want to do just to please someone else is a lousy way to live.” Rem straightened his T-shirt, hoping he hadn’t overstepped, but feeling it needed to be said.
Raymond shifted in his seat and his jaw tightened. “That explains a lot.”
Rem didn’t understand. “How so?”
Raymond shot a look at him, his face expressing his distaste. “When Gordon first joined the force, he wasn’t sure if it was a good fit. Did he tell you that?”
Rem thought back. He and Daniels had met as officers but didn’t get to know each other until after they’d become detectives. They’d both been paired with different partners and had met during a particularly grueling case. Daniels had mentioned a few things about having trouble adjusting to police work at first because he’d been under the failed assumption that the bad guys would go to prison, and the good guys would get their just rewards. He’d quickly learned that none of that was true, or at least most of it wasn’t. “He said some things.”
“I held out hope that he’d realize the mistake he’d made and come home, but you know how obstinate he is. My mistake was pushing too hard. If I’d kept my mouth shut, he wouldn’t have felt the need to push back. Elana was right about that.”
Rem guessed that meant Daniels’ mother felt the same way as Raymond but approached it differently.
“He stayed a cop, of course, much to my consternation.” Raymond adjusted his jacket. “Then he became a detective, and I thought then that I might have gotten through to him. I had high hopes he’d finally gotten the message and would quit.”
“He told you that?”
“Not me. Elana. He’d confided in her that he wasn’t sure he was cut out for it. He and his training partner didn’t get along well, and his first case was hard. He told Elana it was a tough one to cut his teeth on.”
Rem recalled the case. He’d had his own partner who was older and set in his ways and Rem had been eager to color outside the lines, much to his partner’s and superiors’ annoyance. Daniels had been the opposite. He’d been a rule follower and had a partner who, like Rem, preferred to travel outside the lines, only a little more than Daniels was comfortable with, and he didn’t want to be kicked off the force on his first case. Daniels had been assigned to Robbery/Homicide and Rem had been on Vice. A series of brutal murders involving prostitutes had brought them together. They’d bumped heads at first, but as the case progressed, it had become obvious they worked well together. After they’d both risked their lives to catch the killer, the higher-ups had taken a chance and assigned them as partners. The rest was history. “I remember. It was difficult for both of us.”
“I bided my time, waiting for the call, expecting him to tell us he was on his way home.” Raymond paused. “But that call never came.” He glanced at Rem. “Instead, he called excited, saying he’d cracked the case with another officer’s help and now they were assigned to work together. They were a good team, all his doubts had faded, and he knew then he was in the right place.”
Rem’s heart thumped, recalling feeling the same way. Vice had never felt like a good fit and when he’d been moved to Robbery/Homicide and paired with Daniels, he’d been thrilled. The two of them had been a good balance. Rem had the street instincts and Daniels the intellectual ones. Daniels could rein Rem in when needed and Rem could push Daniels past his comfort zone. Add to that their easy camaraderie and despite the fact that they were almost opposites in every way, they’d become as close as brothers. “We’re a good team.”
“Maybe.” He narrowed his eyes. “But I knew then that he would never come back. You’d convinced him otherwise. So forgive me if I don’t take your advice. As far as I am concerned, this would have never happened without you in the picture. You changed everything.” 
Rem didn’t move but heat bloomed in his gut. He realized then that any conversation with Raymond Daniels was pointless. He’d always suspected the man blamed him for Daniels’ choices, and now those suspicions were confirmed. He cleared his throat and stood. “Well, then, I won’t bother you anymore. Sorry I interrupted your quiet reflection.” He turned and walked away, still in shock by Raymond’s bizarre revelations.
He sat beside Mikey and rubbed his head.
“Well?” asked Mikey. “Did it help?”
Rem studied Raymond from across the room. His stern expression remained firmly in place. “No. It didn’t. Not at all.” He sat back and rested his head against the wall. Closing his eyes, he waited for his turn to see Daniels.



Chapter Thirteen
MARJORIE DANIELS WALKED TO her husband’s bedside. The familiar hum of the ventilator and the beeping of the heart monitor broke the silence. Tears surfaced and blurred her vision. No matter how many times she saw Gordon, her emotions would bubble up. It was awful to see her strong, virile husband in a coma with a machine breathing for him. 
Composing herself, she wiped at a tear and sniffed. “Hey, sweetheart. It’s me.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “How are you?”
She pulled his blanket higher and ran the backs of her fingers over his bruised cheek. Not getting any reaction, she pulled the chair closer to the bed and sat. She took his hand. “I have good news. Rem and I just spoke to Dr. Banfield. He’s pleased you made it through the last forty-eight hours with no complications. He says that’s a good sign.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m not surprised, though. You’ve always been a fighter.”
Gordon’s eyes remained closed, and he didn’t move. 
“He says that starting tomorrow, he’s okay with two people at a time visiting you. And we can put some close friends on the list. Isn’t that great? Lozano would like to see you plus the Redstones. We’ll start with them for now. It’s still just for ten minutes an hour, but that’s progress, isn’t it, honey?” She ran her thumb over the back of his hand. “You’re getting stronger every day. Pretty soon you’re going to open your eyes and I’m going to see those baby blues again.”
The machines hummed and beeped. 
Marjorie’s tears returned. “God, I can’t wait for you to wake up.” She told herself to be patient. Gordon needed time to heal. She sniffed back the tears. “J.P.’s missing you. He asks about you every day. I told him you’d be home soon when you felt better.”
She touched his cheek again with the fingers of her free hand. “Your parents are still here, although your dad plans to go home tomorrow. Something about getting back to work, but Elana is staying. They’ll visit you before Raymond leaves. I know you can’t wait to see them.” She smiled, wishing Gordon would smile back, but he didn’t. “They’re worried, I can tell, despite their ability to hide it.” She paused. “Shelly hasn’t come, but I guess you’re not surprised.” She reached for a tissue from a tray beside the bed and dabbed her eyes. “Probably for the best. I don’t think I could handle her right now.”
Her stomach growled since she’d skipped lunch. Mason and Trick had stopped by earlier with sandwiches, but she had yet to eat one. She’d been too anxious about meeting with the doctor.
“Rem’s out there. He’ll be in next. It will be nice when we can come in together. You can see both of us at the same time. He’s pretty pleased too, with the doctor’s update. He’s worried and scared but he’s trying so damn hard not to show it.” She nibbled her lip. “I know what he’s going through, though. This waiting sucks. Plus, I know what he’s thinking. First Jennie. Now you. It’s…a lot.”
She’d seen Rem just staring off at times and she’d wondered what he’d been thinking. “He’s blaming himself. When you wake up, you’re going to have to talk him out of that. He’s got enough guilt to deal with.” She thought of Mikey. “The good news is that Mikey hasn’t left his side. At least not at the hospital. She’s been holding him together. If there’s one good thing that might come out of this, it’s that Rem will finally see what’s right in front of him.”
Gordon didn’t respond, and Marjorie couldn’t help but let the tears fall again. She wiped her face with the tissue. “Listen,” she said. “I wanted to tell you something.” Her voice caught and she took a second to collect herself. “I was going to bring it up when we had our date night, but then you got grumpy about something and it didn’t happen, and then…” She eyed his prone form in the bed. “Some asshole did this to you.” She cleared her throat. “They’re still looking for him, but don’t you worry. They’ll find him eventually. Whoever did this will get justice for what happened to you.”
Composing herself, she stood and sat on the edge of his bed, careful not to sit on any wires or tubes. “Anyway, back to what I wanted to tell you.” Fighting back another round of tears, she spoke softly. “I’d like to move back into the house. I want the three of us to be a family again.” Tears slid down her cheeks. “Is that okay with you? I think we’ve made enough progress that we can continue counseling but be together at the same time.” She put a hand on his shoulder and rubbed it. “I couldn’t wait to tell you, and I was disappointed when our date night got moved.” She wiped her nose. “But I’m telling you now. I want to come back, Gordon. When you go home, so will I and J.P. too.” She chuckled sadly. “Whether you like it or not.” She patted his chest. “You’re stuck with us, come hell or high water.”
Gordon had no reaction.
She brushed back a tear that had slid down her cheek to her jaw. “I just thought you should know.”
Wishing she could have a conversation with her husband, she told herself to stop crying. She released a shuddered breath and leaned over. “I love you, Gordon Daniels. You know that?”
She kissed his cheek. “You come back to me and J.P., okay?” she whispered. “Take the time you need but just come back to us. We all miss and love you. Rem, too.” She pulled back. “You hear me, Detective?”
Only the machines responded.
She nodded. “Good. You know how I can be when I get mad.” Standing, she took his hand again, and sat in the chair. “I’ve got a few more minutes before I have to go.” She laid her head on his forearm. “You rest.”
Holding his fingers, she stayed with him.

Rem sat in the waiting room after talking with Dr. Banfield. Feeling better after the update, he tried to eat one of the sandwiches Mason and Trick had brought and which Mikey insisted he eat. His food intake had been minimal, and he knew Mikey was worried.
Swallowing a bite, he followed it down with some water and wiped his mouth with a napkin. Mikey had gone downstairs to get more coffee and Raymond and Elana weren’t there. After their initial visit, they’d left the hospital and had returned that morning. They’d visited with Daniels and left again. According to Marjorie, Ray was leaving the next day, but Elana was sticking around. Rem wondered where they were staying.
Hearing the doors to the waiting room open, Rem looked up to see Lozano enter. Seeing Rem, he headed over and sat.
“How is he?” asked Lozano.
Rem set his sandwich down. “Same. Talked to the doctor. He said Daniels having no complications is a good sign. Says two people can visit now, including a few close friends.” He wiped his fingers with the napkin. “You can see him tomorrow if you want.”
Lozano nodded. “I’d like that.”
“Yeah. Be prepared, though. It’s not easy.”
“I can imagine.” He eyed the sandwich. “How are you holding up?”
Rem sat back in his seat, his eyes burning and weary with fatigue. He hadn’t had much sleep and sitting in the hospital worrying about his friend was grueling. “I’m hanging in there.”
“You look terrible.”
Rem tossed his napkin next to his sandwich. “Thanks.”
“When’s the last time you slept longer than an hour, had a decent meal, or even shaved?”
Rem rubbed his eyes. “I’m not sure.”
“You keep going like this, you’re going to collapse.”
“I’ll be fine.” He rested his elbows on the armrests and changed the subject. “How’s the investigation going? Any updates?”
Lozano frowned at him, as if knowing what Rem was doing. “Georgios and Titus found Tonya, the woman Daniels was supposed to be meeting.”
Rem swiveled toward Lozano. “They did? What’d they learn? What did she say?”
“Nothing. She’s dead. They found her in her apartment this morning. Initial finding is that she OD’d.”
Rem slumped. “You’re kidding?”
“I’m not.”
“You think it was intentional?”
“If it was, it’s going to be hard to prove. She was a known drug user.”
“They found her at home? Why didn’t they find her sooner?”
“Because she’d disappeared. Nobody knew where she was. A neighbor said they heard her come home but didn’t bother to call us. The manager went in later when he heard she might be home. Wanted his rent. He found her body and contacted us.”
Rem cursed and held his temples. “You think someone didn’t want her to talk?”
“Maybe. We found plenty of drugs in her place and, assuming they were hers, suggests she had the cash to buy them.”
“That or someone brought them to her and made sure she took too much. Or laced it with something.”
“Titus and Georgios are looking into it. I’ll let you know what they learn.”
“Where’s Manetti? What’s he doing?”
Lozano shifted in his seat. “I’ve got him on desk duty. He’s reeling after what happened with Daniels.”
Rem lowered his hand and studied his fingers, understanding how badly guilt could torment you. “Tell him if he wants to see Daniels, he can stop by tomorrow.”
Lozano nodded. “I’ll let him know.”
“I promise I’ll leave him alone.” He regretted what he’d said to Manetti that first day in the hospital. “I won’t get in his face.”
“I’m sure he’d appreciate that. I think we’re all dealing with enough right now.”
Rem agreed. “Yeah.”
Lozano gestured toward Rem’s sandwich. “You going to finish that?”
Rem rubbed his stomach. “No. I’m done. You want it?”
“No. I’m not taking your food. You need to eat.”
“I’m not hungry. There’s more here, though.” He picked up a paper bag holding more sandwiches. “Help yourself.”
Lozano took the bag. “I think I will. I never had lunch.” He dug a hand into it and pulled out a wrapped sandwich. “Thanks.”
“There’s napkins over there.” Rem pointed at a nearby table.
“Got it.” Lozano set his sandwich in his lap and reached for a napkin. “Since we’re talking, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”
Looking forward to the coffee Mikey was bringing him, Rem blinked his heavy lids and sipped some water. “What is it?”
Lozano settled himself, opened the wrapping and held the sandwich. “I know the timing is bad, but when do you plan to return to the force?” He took a bite and chewed.
Rem watched his captain eat. “Who says I am?”
Lozano stared at him, chewed, and swallowed. “Don’t give me that crap, Remalla. You and I both know you’re not a zookeeper. You’re a detective and always will be, whether you want to admit it or not.”
Rem fiddled with a loose thread on the armrest. “I’m not so sure about that.”
“I get it after all that’s happened, you needed a breather to reevaluate. But it’s time to get back on the horse.”
Rem thought about the impending lab results, which could be sitting in his mailbox for all he knew since he hadn’t checked the mail in three days. He thought about his plans to move, which had been officially scrapped. Until Daniels was back on his feet, he wasn’t going anywhere. “It’s not that easy.”
“I disagree.”
Flustered, Rem shot a hard look at Lozano. “Have you stopped to consider that Margaret may be behind what happened to Daniels? Did you hear about what was hanging in my pantry?”
“All the more reason to come back. You and Manetti can—”
“Wait.” Rem wasn’t sure he heard right. “Hold up. Me and who?”
“Manetti. With Daniels laid up, Manetti needs a partner.”
Rem chuckled with sarcasm. “And you want it to be me?”
“I do. You’re perfect for the job. You can pull him out of the hole he’s in. Show him the ropes. Let him help you catch whoever did this to Daniels and maybe find Margaret in the process.” He took another bite of his sandwich.
“Have you been hit in the head, too?”
Lozano spoke through a mouthful of food. “Not that I’m aware of.”
“I’m not partnering with Manetti.”
Lozano finished his bite and wiped his mouth. “Why not? Your partner has been doing it for six weeks.”
“That’s different.”
“How so? You think it was easy for Daniels?”
Rem opened his mouth to argue but no words emerged.
“Manetti needs you and you need him.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Well, you can’t work alone. You’re not a vigilante.”
“I’m not working at all. I’m not a cop anymore.”
Lozano gestured with his sandwich. “Which can change whenever you’re ready. I just need the thumbs up.”
“You’re not listening to me.”
“Oh, I’m listening. I just don’t care. Someone needs to tell it to you straight. You can’t keep sitting on the sidelines. You want Margaret to leave you alone? Then go show her you can’t be messed with. If you’re serious about leading any semblance of a normal life again, then this is the way. You keep thinking that by hiding, she’ll stop, but you’re only making it worse. She’s reveling in your fall. The more you hold back, the more she’ll keep coming. She knows she’s getting to you and the longer you wait, the worse it’s going to get.”
“How could it get any worse? Daniels is in a coma.”
“It could be you that ends up there next.”
Frustrated, Rem gripped the armrest. “She’s not going to be caught.”
“Says who?”
Rem grumbled. “I’m not the one to do it. I’ve got too much baggage.”
“You think you’re the only one with baggage? My mother used to tell me that no matter how bad you think you have it, someone out there has it worse.” He reached over and took one of Rem’s potato chips. “Have you read the paper lately? There’s plenty of people going through way more problems than you.”
“I don’t have what it takes anymore. I’ve lost the edge.” He paused. “And if I don’t find her, what do I do? Live the rest of my life with this woman as a constant threat?”
Lozano munched the chip. “You know, it amazes me how you don’t sneeze shit with all the crap running around your head.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.” Lozano picked up his phone when he got a text message. He read it and slid it back into his pocket. He began to rewrap his sandwich. “Let me give you the cold hard facts. Your partner was almost killed, and he’s got a long road ahead of him. The person who did this is still running around out there. Margaret or not, how are you going to feel if we don’t catch this person?”
Rem’s anger flared. “Pissed.”
“That’s why you should do it. I know you. You’ve had your heart stomped on and broken. You’ve been through hell and back with trauma, and you may have lost an unborn child. I get it. All of it. But as long as I’ve known you, you’ve never been one to back down from a fight. In fact, you’re the first one to punch back. Now your partner’s fighting for his life.” Lozano held his wrapped sandwich and stood. “At what point do you start saying enough is enough? If you won’t fight for yourself, then can’t you at least fight for your partner?”
Rem stared, his thoughts jumbled. He wasn’t sure how to respond.
“I’ve got to go. I’ll take the sandwich with me.” He dropped his crumpled napkin in a trashcan. “And when you have your answer, you know where to find me.” Lozano turned and looked over his shoulder. “You get some rest. Captain’s orders. I’ll be back tomorrow to see Daniels.” He turned back, shoved on the waiting room doors, and disappeared behind them.



Chapter Fourteen
TWO DAYS LATER, REM entered the waiting room carrying a box of donuts and a thermos of coffee. Since so many people had offered to feed him, he figured he ought to do his share. He set the box down on a coffee table and drank some of his coffee. The waiting area was empty, but he knew Marjorie was already there because she’d texted him. Seeing her book on one of the tables, he guessed she was with Daniels. 
Feeling a little more rested and after having a donut, he felt better. He’d finally shaved, but his laundry was starting to stack up and the dirty dishes were accumulating in the kitchen sink. He figured after a few more days, Daniels might start to come around and then Rem would try to return to a routine. Right now, though, all he did was wait, visit Daniels, go home, shower, eat, sleep, wake up, try to eat again, drink coffee and come back here. Until he knew Daniels was out of the woods, that was his schedule.
He'd finally convinced Mikey to at least go back to work part-time. She and Mason had visited Daniels yesterday morning and Lozano and Manetti had stopped by in the afternoon. Raymond and Elana had come early before Ray’s flight and then Elana had taken him to the airport. She’d been in touch with Marjorie and had not returned to the hospital since. Rem expected she’d be back today.
The visits had not been easy. Mikey had emerged teary-eyed when she’d left ICU and Mason hadn’t been much better. Lozano had looked pale and Manetti shell-shocked. Adjusting to Daniels’ condition was almost impossible. Rem had tried, but despite his many visits, it was still gut-wrenching to see his friend lying in a coma.
Since his conversation with Lozano about returning to the force, Lozano hadn’t mentioned the topic again and Rem had been grateful. Uncertain about what to do, he knew nothing would happen until Daniels was better. Then he would make his decision.
Mikey had gone to SCOPE that morning to take care of a few administrative things but had told Rem she’d return as soon as she could. Rem had told her he was okay and not to rush. He wasn’t going anywhere, and she could take her time. He’d held off on telling her not to come at all because, if he was honest with himself, he liked having her there. Katie, Marjorie’s sister, had also returned to work but had promised Marjorie she’d be there in the afternoons to keep her sister company.
Between the four of them, they were doing their best to pass the time and support each other until Daniels improved and the doctor gave the all-clear.
Eyeing the time, Rem took another sip of coffee. He started to sit when the doors to ICU opened, and Marjorie ran out. Tears ran down her face and she held her hand to her mouth.
Seeing her, Rem’s fear ratcheted up and his stomach flipped. He set his coffee down. “Marjorie?” he asked.
“Rem.” She walked over and hugged him. “It’s Gordon.” Her voice caught and she choked back tears.
Fearing the worst, Rem held her and prayed Daniels was alive. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
She pulled back and wiped at her tear-stained face. “I…I don’t know. I went back to see him, but James told me to wait because Cindy was in with Gordon. Then I heard an alarm. Something I haven’t heard before. James jumped up, told me to leave and ran to see Gordon. I…I don’t know what’s going on.”
Rem’s skin prickled. “Did they say anything?”
She shook her head. “No. I waited, but then James came out and told me I had to go. The doctor would be there to check on Gordon soon.” She held her head. “I tried to get some answers, but they wouldn’t tell me anything. I hung back but then James told me again to come back here and wait. They’d come find me.” Her face red, she bit back a sob. “Oh, God, Rem. I’m so scared.”
His anxiety rising, Rem guided Marjorie to a chair and had her sit. He was scared, too, and had no idea how to comfort her. He sat beside her, grabbed a tissue, and handed it to her. He kept an eye on the doors, waiting for someone to emerge and tell them what was going on. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Maybe it’s not as bad as you think.”
Marjorie blew her nose. “You didn’t see their faces. They were worried.” She tossed her tissue into a trash can and grabbed another. “He was doing so well. What could have happened?”
“I don’t know. Let’s just pray it’s not serious.” He tried to convince himself of that but as time passed and they continued to wait, he began to fear the worst. The food in his stomach gurgled, and he wished he hadn’t eaten.
Marjorie slowly calmed but she was still upset. Silent tears slid down her cheeks and she dabbed at them with her tissue. He did his best to remain cool and relaxed, but inside, he was screaming. What was wrong?
Finally, the doors opened and Dr. Banfield emerged. Rem and Marjorie stood and quickly walked over to him.
“How is he?” asked Marjorie.
“Is he okay?” asked Rem.
Banfield looked around the room, probably to ensure they had some privacy, but since no one was there, he gestured for them to sit.
Nervous, Rem wanted to keep moving, but he followed the doctor’s lead. Rem sat with Marjorie and the doctor pulled a chair over and sat in front of them. He eyed them somberly. “Detective Daniels has had a seizure.”
Marjorie closed her eyes and dropped her head. “Oh, God.”
Rem took her hand and held it. “Is he all right?”
“He is now,” said Banfield. “To be honest, this is not particularly uncommon for a man in Detective Daniels’ condition. The bigger concern is that he has spiked a fever.”
Rem’s chest constricted. “What does that mean? Did that cause the seizure?”
“Possibly, yes,” said Banfield. “What it means is that he has an infection, and that is troubling.”
Marjorie looked up. “Why?”
Banfield rested his elbows on his knees and interlaced his fingers. “We’re already giving him antibiotics to prevent this very thing. The fact that he’s feverish suggests his infection is resistant to the drugs. We’ll adjust and increase the dose and hope that works, but if it doesn’t…”
Rem tried to keep it together. “What?”
Banfield pursed his lips. “Right now, he’s using all of his reserves to heal. Fighting this only makes him weaker. If the antibiotics don’t work and his fever continues to rise, it could lead to sepsis and ultimately organ failure, and there won’t be anything we can do after that.”
Rem dropped his jaw. “Are you saying he could die?”
Marjorie made a choking sound and gripped her tissue. “He can’t die.”
The doctor nodded. “I understand. Believe me, we’re going to do everything in our power to prevent that. I just can’t make any promises.”
Rem turned ice cold and shivered. “But he’s been doing so well. You said if he made it through the first forty-eight hours…” His throat closed up and he couldn’t finish. He felt Marjorie squeeze his fingers.
“I know. This sort of thing will usually show up within that period, but there are always exceptions.” Banfield eyed Marjorie. “He’s settled now. You’re welcome to go see him.”
“When will we know if the drugs are working?” asked Rem. He dreaded the answer but needed to know the truth.
Banfield’s face reflected his concern. “If his temperature continues to increase over the next twenty-four hours, then we’ll know.”
Rem sat straight. “And if it does?” He paused. “How long does he have?” He could barely form the words.
Marjorie stifled a sob.
Banfield sighed. “That’s hard to say. It depends on a lot of things, but in my experience, if the drugs don’t work and he shows signs of decline, he might have a week. Ten days at most.”
Rem struggled to breathe. He grasped the edge of the chair and dug his nails into the fabric.
“But that’s a worst-case scenario,” said Banfield. “If the drugs work, then he could be much better by tomorrow. Keep your hopes up. This isn’t over yet. We’ll use whatever means we have to get him through this.”
Marjorie sniffed and nodded.
“I’ll give you two some space.” He stood. “If you have any questions, I’ll be around.”
“Thanks,” whispered Rem. His mind went blank, and he stared at nothing as the doctor left the room.



Chapter Fifteen
FRANK MONK HELD THE phone to his ear. He asked a few more questions and listened. “Interesting,” he said. He glanced across the room, seeing Margaret standing by the window in the living room, staring out. She could hear his side of the conversation and Monk wondered what she was thinking. 
“Thanks for the update. You keep me posted and I’ll throw in another hundred.” He chuckled at the response, said goodbye, and hung up. Sliding his phone back into his pocket, he walked out of the kitchen.
“Well?” asked Margaret, still staring out the window. She held a stone that hung from a silver chain around her neck.
“Good news. He’s sick. Has an infection. If it gets worse, he won’t have long.”
Her expression didn’t change.
Monk went to sit on the couch. “Or at least I assume that’s good news. Isn’t that what you want?”
Margaret let go of her necklace. “Where are Terrance and Curtis?”
“I told them to stay put and wait for further instructions.” He sat back and tossed an arm over the couch cushions. “They’re avoiding you because they know they screwed up. I already told them it’s going to cost them a grand each.” He scoffed. “I mean how hard would it have been to hit him again and finish it?” He scratched his head. “Just goes to show that if you want something done right, you do it yourself.” He itched for a smoke and patted his pocket where he had his pack of cigarettes. “You mind if I smoke?”
“Not in the house, Winnie.” She turned from the window. “I’ve told you. You should break that habit.”
“I’ve tried. Nothing works.”
“That’s a sign of weakness.”
Monk shrugged. “Maybe. But I can live with it.”
She walked across the room and sat in an upholstered chair across from him. She put her elbow on the armrest and ran her fingers over her chin.
“You’ve obviously got something on your mind. What is it?” He reached for a stick of gum in his front pocket. That would hold him long enough until he could get outside for a smoke. He unwrapped it and popped it in his mouth.
“Remalla’s at the hospital?” she asked.
Monk nodded. “Like a kid worried about their sick puppy. Daniels’ wife, too.” He chewed his gum and thought about it. “We could go after her if you want.”
Margaret narrowed her eyes at him. “I thought you knew me better than that.”
“Just saying. It’s an option.”
“They have a child. He’ll need at least one parent.” She smiled. “You’d think I was a psychopath.”
He chuckled. “Well, according to the State…”
“I’m not crazy. Quite the opposite. I’m saner than most. I just have a unique way of showing it.”
“That you do. One I can appreciate.”
“It’s why I like you, Winnie. You understand me.”
“My deep pockets don’t hurt either, nor my background and connections.”
“And your lie detection. Although you usually confirm what I already suspect. But I appreciate that, too.”
“I’m here to help.” Another thought occurred to him. “What about your sister? She’s been glued to Remalla’s side since this began.”
He caught the tension in her shoulders. “An unfortunate circumstance,” she said. “But one I plan to remedy.”
“You want Curtis and Terrance to take care of her?”
Margaret showed a rare sign of irritation. “She’s my sister. Those goons don’t touch her. You understand?”
Monk balled up the gum wrapper. “It was just a suggestion.”
Margaret shook her head. “No. I have other ways of dealing with her. Mason, too. But before that, I think we need to have a little fun.” She relaxed against the back of the chair.
Monk perked up. “Do tell.” He watched her stare off. “What are you planning?”
She made eye contact. “Like I’ve always said. Things always work out for me, don’t they?”
He snickered. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You remind me of me.” He thought back. “Too bad my superiors didn’t agree.”
Margaret smiled and her blue eyes sparkled when a ray of sunshine filtered through the window.
“I know that look,” replied Monk. He pointed. “What’s your play?”
She sat forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “I think we need to pay a visit to the hospital, Winnie. Have a little chat with former Detective Remalla.” She studied a nail. “I have something that might interest him.”
Monk’s interest was piqued. “For a price?”
She looked up, her gaze intense. “Oh, most definitely for a price.”
Almost feeling sorry for Remalla, Monk reached for another piece of gum.

Rem paced in Daniels’ room, the never-ending whir and beep of the machines filling the quiet. It was the last visit of the day and they’d spent the whole morning, afternoon and evening holding their breaths that Daniels wouldn’t get worse. Elana showed up not long after Rem and Marjorie had received the news. Rem had noticed that her hair and nails were done, and she held a shopping bag. She’d bought them all thermoses, saying they’d come in handy with all the coffee they were drinking.
Rem had bit his tongue. Who went shopping and got their hair colored when someone they loved was in the hospital with a machine breathing for him? It made no sense. They’d told Elana the situation and she’d gone in to see Daniels. After her visit, she’d left, saying she’d be back in the afternoon. She’d stopped by around dinner, visited again, and then left.
Mikey had returned to the hospital with Mason and Trick, and Lozano had also stopped by. They learned about Daniels’ complications, and all had a chance to see him. After their visit, Mason, Trick, and Lozano stayed for a while but then left. Knowing Rem was struggling, Mikey had remained at the hospital until about an hour earlier when she’d told him she had to do something and would meet him later at his house. Rem hadn’t even bothered to ask why. His brain was numb with worry and fatigue.
Marjorie sat in the chair beside the bed, holding Daniels’ hand. Rem watched the machines surrounding Daniels. They provided his vitals, oxygen levels and other data, but Rem focused on his temperature. It read one hundred and one. It had been that temperature since the morning. Rem sweated just looking at it, praying it wouldn’t go up.
Watching her husband, Marjorie scooted closer to him. “I should have never left him.”
Rem stopped pacing, acutely aware of the need to find something or someone to blame. “Don’t do that.”
She bit her lip. “I was a coward. I knew what Oswald had done and I blamed Gordon. It wasn’t his fault, but I blamed him because he was a cop.”
“Marjorie, stop.” Rem sat in the second chair they’d brought into the room. “You did what you had to do. You’d been through a lot, and you needed to work through some things. Daniels understands that.”
She dropped her head and held it in her free hand. “All that time we could have been together. And I…I…I can’t get it back. J.P.’s lost time with his dad.”
“Daniels isn’t going to die.”
She sniffed. “I was going to tell him I wanted to come home, but I didn’t get the chance.” She wiped away a tear. “I wanted us to be a family again.”
“You were always a family.” Rem smiled softly. “And he’ll be thrilled to hear the news when he wakes up. And he will wake up.”
“I wish I’d told him sooner.” She moaned. “Why didn’t I?”
Rem wished he knew how to console her. “It’s so easy to look backwards and criticize ourselves, isn’t it? If anyone is to blame, it’s me. I should have never left the force. If I’d been there, I’d have…have…” He struggled to continue. “I could have prevented this.” Tears surfaced and he blinked them back.
Marjorie raised her head. “If you’re going to scold me, then I’m going to scold you. You were doing what you thought was best. You needed time, too. Just like me.”
“I could have taken a week or two. I didn’t have to quit.”
She put a hand on his forearm. “You’ve had a lot to deal with.”
“That’s just an excuse.”
Marjorie’s face fell. “As you said, it’s easy to look back and judge ourselves.” She looked at Daniels. “Both of us took off and left him holding the bag. I realize we were struggling but it wasn’t fair to him.”
“If he dies, I’ll never forgive myself.”
She glanced back. “He’s not going to die, remember?”
Rem bounced his foot up and down. “You think he’ll forgive us?”
Marjorie’s red eyes shimmered. “He loves us. His capacity for compassion is what makes him special. My guess is he won’t blame us for anything.”
“That’s also what makes him so annoying.”
Marjorie smiled. “Maybe once he’s better, you and I can walk on our knees to the nearest green smoothie shop. We’ll get him a drink and bring it back, still on our knees.”
“After we get fifty lashes with a wet noodle.” He smiled back at her. “You think that will be enough penance?”
Her smile fell. “Not in our eyes, but in his, he’d tell us to get up, eat the wet noodle and offer to pay for the smoothies himself.”
Rem took a long, deep breath and watched his friend. “God, I wish he’d wake up. I’d really like to talk to him.” He thought of his last conversation with Daniels. “The last time I saw him, we argued. I said some stupid things and he got mad.”
“He knows you didn’t mean them.”
“At the time I did. I was upset and…and…” He thought about the dead chipmunk in his pantry. That day seemed like a million years ago. “…I told him I was leaving.” He dropped his head. “I was so stupid.”
Marjorie gripped his arm. “Hey, don’t. We’ve had our feeling sorry for ourselves moment. We can’t keep doing this. Neither of us knew what was going to happen.”
“I should have known.” He thought of Margaret and the picture Daniels had found of him and Rem. “I should have warned him.”
“You think he would have listened?”
Rem shook his head. “I don’t know.” He swiped at an eye. “I want to tell him I’m sorry.”
“But you have. He’s right there. I bet you’ve said it to him each time you’ve come here. He knows how you feel. He holds nothing against you.”
Rem hoped that was true, but he couldn’t shake the memory of Daniels’ anger when he’d left Rem’s house that last night. “I hope so.” Exhausted and tormented, his body shook. He wanted to curl in a ball on the floor, but he couldn’t lose it. If he did, he might never make it back.
James poked his head in. “Visiting hours have ended.”
Marjorie straightened. “Okay.” She stood, leaned over and kissed Daniels’ cheek. “We’ll be back tomorrow, Babe.”
“We’ll keep an eye on him,” said James. “Someone will call if anything changes.”
Rem stood, too, and eyed Daniels’ prone form on the bed. He checked the machines one more time and his stomach lurched.
“Marjorie,” he said, barely able to speak. “His temperature.”
Marjorie turned to look and her face paled.
It was one hundred and two degrees.



Chapter Sixteen
REM OPENED THE DOOR to his house and walked inside. He eyed the living area, looking for Mikey. Her car was out front, so he knew she was there. “Mikey?” he asked. 
“Right here.”
He turned to see her sitting at his kitchen table with a stack of plates in front of her. “Hey.” He walked over. “How’d you get in?”
“You gave me a copy of your key, remember?”
He blinked his heavy lids and wondered how he was still standing. The brief relief he’d felt from Daniels making it through the first forty-eight hours had been dashed. Dread had settled into his bones after seeing Daniels’ temperature increase before leaving the hospital. “I did?”
“Yeah. You did. This is the first time I’ve used it though. Thankfully, I remembered the alarm code you gave me.”
Barely able to recall anything beyond that afternoon, he nodded and studied the plates, which weren’t his. “What are those?”
“Plates.” She scooted them closer to him.
“I figured that much.” He tossed his keys onto the front table. “I have plenty of my own, though.”
“They’re not for eating.”
He put his hands on his hips and dreamed of getting into his bed and pulling the covers over his head. Not capable of thinking straight, he didn’t bother to ask the reason behind the plates. “Okay.”
“Have you had any dinner?” asked Mikey.
“No.”
“I brought you some food. It’s in the fridge.”
Rem pinched the bridge of his nose. “Listen, Mikey. I appreciate you stopping by. And for bringing food. But after today, I think I just need some alone time.”
“How’s Daniels?”
Rem stilled, not wanting to put into words that his partner was getting worse. It was too difficult to say. “I don’t know.”
“You look like you’re about to fall over.”
“I am.”
“Then sit. Let’s talk for a second.”
Rem groaned. “I don’t want to talk.” Frustration bubbled up. “I just need some space.”
“We’re worried about you.”
Rem studied her. “Who’s we?”
“All of us. Me, Mason, Trick, Lozano, Marjorie.”
He clenched his jaw. Had they been talking behind his back? “I think your worry is misplaced. Daniels needs the help. Not me.”
“Daniels is getting all the help he can possibly get. You, however, are not. You’re a walking zombie. You don’t eat. You barely sleep—”
Rem didn’t want to hear anymore. “I don’t need a lecture. I can take care of myself.”
“You have a lousy way of showing it.”
Rem raised his voice. “My best friend is in the hospital, maybe dying. How would you like me to act?”
She took a breath. “I know you’re scared.”
Rem’s agitation grew. He didn’t want to talk about how he felt. “Mikey, please. I know you mean well, but I think you should go.”
Unperturbed by his outburst, she ran her finger down the side of the plates. “I’ll go, but not until you let me tell you about the plates.”
His legs shaky, Rem pulled out a chair. Knowing how stubborn Mikey could be, he sighed. “Fine. If I let you tell me about the damn plates, will you leave me be?”
“Sure. At least for tonight.”
Rem figured that was the best he was going to get. “Deal.” He counted five plates and wondered why the hell Mikey had brought them over.
She rested her elbows on the table. “They belonged to my mom. They were a gift to her from her mother-in-law, who she didn’t get along with. Mom hated them. As you can see, they’re pretty ugly.”
Rem noted the mustard-colored plates had black dots on them that resembled tiny bugs. “They wouldn’t be my first choice.”
“Mom kept them, though, because if she hadn’t, she never would have heard the end of it from my grandmother.” She tapped one of them. “They used to be a set of ten.”
“What happened to the rest?” asked Rem, now curious.
“I smashed them.”
“You did? Why?”
Mikey sat back in her chair. “After Mom died, Mason got the plates. He kept them in a box because nobody really wanted them.” Wearing a sweater, she pulled it closer around her. “After Mason got me out of Victor’s cult, I had a hard time coping. I was trying to convince everyone I was fine, but I wasn’t. Inside, I was a mess. I didn’t know how to return to normal. I didn’t even know what normal was.”
Rem rubbed his bleary eyes. “What does this have to do with me?”
“One day, I was at Mason’s. He told me he was worried. That he knew something was wrong. I, like you, didn’t want to talk about it. That’s when he brought out the plates.” She rested her hand on the table. “He handed one to me and told me to smash it. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but he insisted. He said I needed to get mad. I’d suffered through a lot, but I’d stuffed it all down and didn’t know how to vent.” She smiled softly. “I thought he was crazy.”
“I know the feeling.”
She sat up and picked up the top plate. “But then I decided, what the hell? He wants me to throw a plate, then I will. I took one and smashed it against his kitchen floor. And then I threw another, and another.” Her eyes shimmered in the light. “It was the most cathartic thing I’ve ever done, and I felt way better afterward.” She held the plate out to Rem. “I figured Mom wouldn’t mind donating the rest of the plates to you.”
Rem eyed the ugly plate. “You want me to smash plates?”
“I do.”
“And you think it will help me feel better?”
She set the plate in front of him. “It won’t make Daniels better, but it will help you to express yourself.”
“Express what?” His heart thumped.
“Rem, as you said, your best friend is lying in a hospital bed. It’s possible he may never get out of it. You’re mad at yourself for what’s happened. You think you could have somehow stopped this. Add to that Chloe, Jennie, and what Allison and Margaret have done, and I’d say you’re a man on the brink. If you don’t smash these, you’re going to smash something way worse. And that’s if you don’t have a heart attack or stroke first. I sit next to you and all I can feel is you’re so tightly wound, that if one string comes loose, you’re going to collapse.”
Rem looked away, not sure what to say.
“And I think that’s what you’re trying so hard to prevent. That one string from coming loose. I think you’re scared that if it does, you’ll never recover.”
Rem scratched at a stain on his jeans. “I’m doing fine.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Would you stop worrying about me?” he yelled, surprised by his sudden anger. “I told you I’m fine.”
“You can say it all you want, but you’re not fine.”
His chest burned along with the hot tears behind his eyes. “I’m not you, Mikey. I can’t just smash some plates and feel all better. My partner,” he threw out a hand, “he’s…he’s…” His throat tightened.
“He’s what?”
He stood abruptly. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Mikey stood, too. “Then don’t.” She held out the plate. “Smash it. Get mad, damn it.”
Rem paced and held his head. “Stop it.”
She didn’t back down. “None of this is on you. You didn’t do this. You’re not responsible for any of it. Not Jennie. Not Daniels. Not Allison. Not Chloe. Not Margaret. For once, blame the actual bad guys and let yourself off the hook.”
“Would you go home?” he yelled.
“Not until you smash the damn plate,” she yelled back.
Something shifted and broke inside Rem, and he screamed. “You want me to smash it? Fine.” He grabbed the plate from her, raised it over his head, and slammed it onto his kitchen floor. It shattered into shards that skittered across the tile. “Is that what you want?” he screamed. He grabbed another plate, suddenly eager to destroy it. He raised and threw it harder than the first one. It smashed and broke. His anger bloomed into fury and tears escaped his eyes and streamed down his face. He grabbed the third plate and wanted to obliterate it. He heaved it against the ground, breathing in gasps. His lungs hurt, his body shook, and he wanted to rage against the world.
“Why Daniels?” he screamed. He reached for the fourth plate and hurled it against the far wall, where it dented the surface and fragmented, sending shards in every direction. “Why not me?” he yelled, his chest heaving as all of his emotions broke loose from the dam he’d erected and had secured with massive effort. He took the last plate and barely able to see through his tears, he smashed it too. The sound of the plate disintegrating gave him great satisfaction. With no more plates to break, he buckled. His legs gave way and he sunk to the ground amid the wreckage of his kitchen floor. Unable to hold anything in, he leaned over, and a sob broke loose. He held his stomach as the tears fell. “He can’t die.” It was all he could utter before more sobs cut his words off.
He felt Mikey beside him. Her body pressed against his, she put her arms around him, and he curled into her. Holding him close, she didn’t say a word.
Crumpled and defeated, Rem let go of the string.

The next morning, Rem returned to the hospital. After his outburst and meltdown, he felt strangely serene. Although the fear and worry remained, the unrelenting tension had eased, and he could take a full breath without constriction. 
After his sobs had lessened and his tears slowed the previous night, he’d had a sudden appetite. Mikey had helped get him into a chair, and she’d warmed the food she’d brought. He’d eaten in silence, and Mikey didn’t push him to do or say anything. Mentally and physically exhausted, he’d barely made it into the shower.
By the time he’d emerged from the bathroom, Mikey had started a load of laundry and had swept up the numerous shards of plates and dumped them into the garbage. The paint, brushes, and tarp he’d used to touch up the cabinets had still been in the kitchen, and she’d returned it all to the garage. She’d also cleaned up his kitchen sink, filled the dishwasher and had turned it on.
Rem could barely summon the energy to thank her, but she’d told him thanks weren’t needed. Then she’d guided him to his bed, where he’d sunk into it, thinking back on how eerily similar the moment was to another in his past. It had been Daniels who’d been there for him after he’d had a meltdown a few months after Jennie’s death. Daniels had sat with him while Rem, exhausted and heartbroken, had raged at the world, and afterward, Daniels had fed him and gotten him into bed.
Once Rem was settled, Mikey had switched on the bedroom lamp since he didn’t like to sleep in the dark, and by the time the covers were over him, he’d fallen asleep. He didn’t wake up until the next morning. Mikey was gone and the heavy weight he’d been carrying seemed vastly reduced. Groggy and his eyes puffy, he’d dunked his head in a sink full of water and ice. It cleared the fog and woke him up. He suspected the heaviness would return, but for now, he enjoyed the lightness in his step and his clearer head. After getting some coffee, he felt that whatever happened next, he’d be more capable of handling it.
The morning had passed uneventfully until Marjorie had returned from a visit with Daniels and told Rem that Daniels’ temperature had hit one hundred and three degrees.
Ever since then, Rem had been sitting in silence. The realization that the infection was winning and Daniels was losing made him want to throw more plates. The awful truth began to sink in – Daniels wasn’t going to make it.
The thought made him want to shrivel up and he told himself to stay positive. The fight wasn’t over. Daniels could still get past this, but in his gut, he knew it was a lie. By this time next week, it could all be over.
Rem closed his eyes, trying to shut off the awful thought of losing his friend, but he failed. The unrelenting thoughts would not back down. Marjorie had been holding strong, but after Daniels’ temperature spike, she’d sat in the corner dabbing her eyes with a tissue while Katie sat beside her.
Mikey had showed up after work. She’d sat with him and said little other than she’d be there no matter what happened. She hadn’t mentioned his meltdown from the previous evening and neither had he. He’d wanted to thank her, but he couldn’t form the words. The emotions were still too close to the surface.
After another visit with Daniels, Rem returned to the waiting area. Mikey had brought him a sandwich and he’d managed to eat a few bites when Elana Daniels entered the room. She held a bright pink purse which Rem suspected was new. She spoke to Marjorie for a moment, who told her about Daniels’ decline. Elana’s face dropped and when it was her turn, she anxiously went to see her son.
Fifteen minutes later, she reemerged, her face red and her eyes wet. She sat in the room and stared off. Rem watched her, wondering what was going on in her head, when she glanced over, and they made eye contact. He looked away, but after a second, she stood and walked over, holding her pink purse.
“You mind if I sit?” she asked, gesturing toward the seat next to Rem.
Rem didn’t feel like talking but gestured toward the chair. “Feel free.”
Elana sat and looking uncomfortable, smoothed her skirt.
Mikey stood. “I’ll go get us some coffee. Let you two talk.”
Rem wanted to stop her, but Mikey turned and left. He went back to staring at the floor.
Elana sat quietly but then cleared her throat. “You think I’m a terrible mother, don’t you?”
Surprised, Rem sat up. “I don’t know anything about you.”
“I see the way you look at me.”
Rem wondered how much her new purse cost. “How do I look at you?”
“With judgement.”
Rem debated what to say, but decided he was well past trying to smooth any waters. He didn’t have the energy. “I just find it odd that you use this time to shop and get your nails done when your son is sick in the hospital.”
She ran a finger over her nails. “It’s unconventional. I know.”
“And how in the hell can your husband go home at a time like this?”
“He has a business to run.”
“So hire help.”
She pressed her lips together. “I know what it looks like. You think we don’t care.”
“I didn’t say you didn’t care. You’ve just got an odd way of showing it.” He sighed. “Daniels doesn’t visit family much and now I can see why.”
Her face tightened and he felt bad. He didn’t need to be taking out his frustrations on Daniels’ mom, but he also didn’t feel like skirting the truth. “Listen,” he said. “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’m sure there are things I don’t understand about you and your family dynamic. Why don’t we just chalk it up to the fact that you don’t like me, and I’m not feeling particularly fond of you or your husband right now and leave it at that.”
She reached into her purse and pulled out a tissue. “Who said I didn’t like you?”
“Your husband made it pretty clear.”
She set her purse down. “My husband is a complicated man.”
“Everybody’s got complications. I should know. I’m loaded with ’em. Just ask the next person who walks in the room. But you don’t see me buying new sneakers or getting my hair cut.” He ran his hand through his long locks, which needed a trim.
She nodded and seemed to settle herself. “He and I, we’re not like you. We handle our problems differently.” She took a deep breath. “I come from a time when a woman’s sole purpose was to get married and have children. Where my husband went, I followed. He was the provider, and I made a home for our family. I always believed in that. Still do. We may have had our disagreements behind closed doors, but once those doors opened, I supported Raymond a hundred percent. He’s never been one to lead with emotion and I understood that. Even if I didn’t agree with him, you don’t share your dirty laundry.”
Rem picked at the armrest. “Times have changed.”
“Maybe for you, but not for Ray. He’s old-school and always will be. I’ve lived almost forty years of my life with him and I’m too old now to do any different. I’ll follow him to the grave.”
“Even if it means losing your family?”
She stiffened. “You have no idea what I’ve lost, Aaron.”
Rem deflated, not sure of the point of the conversation.
“When I married Ray, I had all the hopes any young woman does. A happy marriage, healthy children, a home and a dog and a garden.” She paused. “It worked out pretty well for a while, until Melinda got sick.”
Rem recalled Daniels talking about his older sister Melinda, who’d died from a brain tumor when he was a teenager. They’d been close and the loss had devastated him.
Elana fiddled with her tissue. “After she died, nothing was the same.”
Rem hung his head, not sure he wanted to talk about any more loss.
“Ray retreated, and he already struggled with expressing himself. After that, it was worse. He wouldn’t talk about Melinda, and he tightened his grip on Gordon. Shelly didn’t do much better. She and Gordon had never been close, but after Melinda, they barely spoke to each other. It was a difficult time for all of us.”
Rem could only imagine. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply you haven’t suffered through some terrible times. I know how hard Melinda’s death affected Daniels. It changed his life.”
“It changed all of our lives. When Gordon went off to school, he became rebellious. Got into trouble. His grades fell. Shelly graduated Magna Cum Laude. Gordon did not.”
“I suspect Ray was disappointed.”
“He wasn’t happy, but he was willing to overlook it. All he wanted was for Gordon to come home and start learning the business. He’d expected Gordon to take over his chain of hardware stores.”
“But he became a cop instead.”
She nodded. “Raymond was furious. I told him to wait and one day, Gordon would figure it out and come home, but he never did.”
“Because he met me.”
She glanced at Rem. “Ray still holds that against you.”
“I’m aware.”
Elana went quiet. “I don’t, though. I know why Gordon did it. And I know why he stays away. He wants an acceptance that Ray can’t seem to offer.”
“What about you?”
“I stand behind my husband.”
“And because of that, you’ve lost your son, too.”
She dabbed her nose with the tissue. “And that’s why I shop.”
Not understanding, Rem frowned. “I’m not following.”
Elana straightened in her seat as if determined to speak her piece. “We all have different ways of coping. I can’t handle this the way you and Marjorie can. I can’t sit in this room, hour after hour, hoping and praying that my son will survive. I did that with Melinda, and I…” Her voice caught. A second passed and she composed herself. Rem wondered how often she’d had to do that in her life. “…I almost didn’t make it. It was the worst time in my life. Ever since then, the only way I can deal with a crisis is to find a way to feel better. So I get my hair and nails done, and I shop. It’s the only way to keep the fear at bay.”
Rem scolded himself for judging this woman who’d just been trying to keep it together. “If that’s the case, then I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.”
“If it makes you feel better, I hate this. I hate reliving a torture that no one should have to go through at all. No one should have to bear losing a child, much less two.”
Rem closed his eyes, feeling the weight of her words. “No. They shouldn’t.” He opened his eyes. “But your son’s not dead yet. And until hope runs out, I have to believe Daniels will find a way back to us.”
“I believe that, too. I know how strong he is. You have to be to stand up to Raymond.”
Now that he knew more, Rem felt strangely connected to Elana. They’d both been dealing with the angst of Daniels’ situation but in different ways. “Can I ask you something personal?”
“At this point, I don’t see why not.”
He hesitated but asked anyway. “If Melinda hadn’t died, how different do you think things would be?”
Her face softened. “That’s hard to say. Would Gordon have stayed home and followed in his dad’s footsteps?” She shrugged. “Honestly? Probably not. Melinda was a big influence on him. She would have encouraged Gordon to follow his heart. Maybe Shelly wouldn’t have changed so much. She’s sworn off marriage, works eighty-hour weeks and dates lousy men.”
“What about Raymond? Would he have gone easier on Daniels?”
“Easier is not a word usually associated with my husband.”
“That’s too bad.”
She studied her hands. “There is one thing, though, that I gained from her death that I never would have experienced otherwise. Something I never anticipated.” She glanced at him. “Perhaps it’s something that might benefit you. Gordon never went into detail, but he mentioned to me how you’ve been struggling with certain things.”
Curious, Rem shifted toward her in his seat. “What’s that?”
“I learned that no matter how bad things are, you can get through them. And those of us who suffer the most have courage and strength forged in steel. Nothing frightens you after you’ve already been through hell and back.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Melinda taught me that.” She nibbled her lip. “Her death reminded me to count my blessings. I had her for nineteen years and when she left, I knew I had to keep going. And even though she was gone, I knew she was never far away.”
Rem didn’t know what to say. It certainly wasn’t what he expected to hear.
“I also learned that nothing is really bad unless we define it as such. Have you ever noticed that people don’t grow when everything goes right? It’s the tough stuff that defines us. That’s what Melinda’s message was to me.”
Rem swallowed.
“Melinda changed us, yes, but for the worse or for the better? That’s the question to ask, and I’d like to think it was for the better.” She dabbed away her unshed tears.
Caught off guard by her fortitude, Rem clenched his hands together.
Elana patted him on the knee. “Something for you to ponder, Aaron.” She leaned in. “I hope it helps.” After putting her tissue back in her purse, she stood. “Now, I’ve got a facial appointment to get to and I don’t want to be late. I’ll be back later this evening to see Gordon.”
“Okay,” said Rem, still absorbing her words.
“It was nice talking with you. I hope we get the chance to do it again.” She smiled softly, picked up her purse and walked away.



Chapter Seventeen
WEARY AFTER ANOTHER LONG day, Rem dragged his tired body through the parking lot toward his car. He and Marjorie had again spent the last visit with Daniels together. His temperature still hovered at one hundred and three, but the nurses had added a cooling blanket and cold packs over and around his body to help keep his temperature down, but Daniels’ flushed face told Rem the fever was not relinquishing its hold. 
The doctor had met with them briefly, telling them that they were giving Daniels a super cocktail of antibiotics in the hopes of breaking the fever, but just like before, the next forty-eight hours were critical. If the fever continued to worsen, there was little else they could do.
Mikey had asked Rem if he wanted company when he’d left, but he’d asked for some space. He figured he’d go home, take a hot shower and sob while the hot spray pelted him. Now that he’d allowed himself one meltdown, having another didn’t seem that hard. He just needed to do it in his own way, or he’d have to put plates on autoship.
His body aching and praying he could sleep, he approached his car and noticed the moon. It was full and bright, but a thin layer of clouds obscured it. In the distance, he saw a flicker of lightning. He’d paid no attention to the outside world since Daniels’ assault. A hurricane could be coming and Rem wouldn’t know it.
He opened his car door and slid in behind the wheel. He closed his eyes and rubbed them, thinking he’d take some aspirin when he got home. After closing the door, he reached to start the car when something hard and small pressed against the back of his head. He stilled.
“Don’t move,” said a male voice from the back seat. “Keep your hands on the steering wheel.”
Rem did as the man asked and looked in the rear-view mirror, but it had been pushed down so he couldn’t see into the back. His heart rate zoomed. Was this a carjacking? Was his luck so bad that someone was going to shoot him and take his vehicle? “What do you want?” he asked.
He heard a deep chuckle, and Rem grimaced when the gun was pressed harder against his skull. “It’s not what I want. It’s what she wants.”
A shadow crossed the windshield, the passenger door opened, and a woman slid into the seat and shut the door.
Rem froze.
The woman smiled, and she shifted to face him. The gun remained at the back of his head. “Hello, Rem,” she said.
Her voice brought back terrible memories and he shivered. His chest tightened and the fear made it almost impossible to speak. Margaret Redstone was in his car. He grimaced again as the tip of the gun bore into his skull.
Her smile widened, and he had a flash of her standing over him while he was tied to the stone slab and Allison straddled him. “I thought we should talk,” she said.
Rem grit his teeth, determined not to let the fear win.
“Ease up on the gun, Curtis,” she said. “He’s not going anywhere.”
The name Curtis rang a bell and Rem recalled Daniels mentioning the names Curtis and Terrance when he and Daniels had last spoke. Daniels had found their names in a notebook that belonged to a dead man named Harry, along with the picture of him and Rem. Rem put two and two together and realized Harry had a connection to Margaret.
The pressure of the gun against his head disappeared, and Rem was able to sit back.
“Don’t worry,” said Curtis. “I’m still aiming at your skull.”
Rem gripped the steering wheel, wondering what to do. He saw no one in the parking lot. Should he honk the horn, or would that get him killed? Telling himself to play along, he did his best to sound calm. “What do you want to discuss?” If he kept her talking, maybe someone would see them and call the police, but the odds were slim. He was in a dark corner of the lot and the nearest light created an eerie glow in the car. A distant rumble of thunder broke the quiet.
Margaret gazed out the window. “I love the rain, don’t you? It’s so purifying. It just washes all the muck away.”
Desperate, Rem tried to think of how to get this woman out of his car. “I assume you didn’t find me to have a conversation about the rain.” His heart continued to race, but he’d kept his voice steady.
She looked back at him and reached over to touch his hair. He couldn’t help but flinch and move away. “It’s getting long.” Her gaze traveled over him. “I like the five o’clock shadow look. It might be sexy if you weren’t so sad. Melodrama doesn’t suit you. You’re far more interesting when you’re angry. You light up like a firecracker.”
Rem did his best to breathe. He half debated jumping out of the car and taking his chances with Curtis’ gun.
Margaret seemed to sense that. “You leave and he will shoot you. I only have so much patience and it’s already worn thin.”
“Then get to the point,” said Rem, his fear giving way to a flicker of anger.
Her forehead creased. “There it is. The fury, the desperation, the unfairness of it all. It’s okay to get pissed, Rem. You don’t scare me.” She leaned closer. “I still believe you are the light.”
“Fuck the light and leave me alone.”
She rested her elbow on the armrest between the seats. “That’s what I like about you. Your light still burns bright, despite everything.” She touched his shoulder with a fingertip, and he tried not to flinch again because he sensed she liked it. “Everyone thinks you’re defeated, but I know you’re not. There’s still a smoldering fire just waiting to erupt, and I want to be the one that lights the flame.”
Rem heard Curtis chuckle again. “Be careful what you ask for,” said Rem.
“I’m always careful. Don’t you know that by now?”
Rem focused on staying calm. “Why are you here?”
Margaret dropped her hand from his shoulder. “I want to talk about Daniels. I’m sorry to hear he’s not doing well.”
“You did this, didn’t you?” asked Rem. “You put him in the hospital.”
Curtis snorted from the back. “Your partner’s got a hard head. I should have hit him twice.”
Rem’s stomach churned. If he could somehow get the gun, he’d shoot Curtis in the face without a second thought. “Why?” he asked. “He didn’t do anything.”
“To get your attention,” said Margaret. She ran her fingers through a long tendril of her own hair. “Do I have it now?”
Rem wanted to shake the steering wheel in frustration. “Yes.”
“Good.”
She shifted and crossed her legs. “The original plan was for him to die, and then I’d come to you in your grief, but now I realize that was a flawed plan. Curtis’ mistake became an opportunity.” She glanced at him. “Now I can offer you something.”
Rem braced himself. “What could you possibly offer me?”
“Daniels’ life.”
Surprised, Rem looked at her. “What are you talking about?”
She ran a hand down her thigh, looking casual as if she was having a conversation with a good friend. “I know people. You know the company Victor and I kept. Victor wasn’t stupid. The people he befriended had an array of abilities, some that would shock you. I’ve remained close to many of them and have spent this free time wisely, reconnecting with my followers.”
“They were never your followers,” said Rem.
“They are now.”
Rem bit back the urge to yell at her. “What does that have to do with Daniels?”
She raised the side of her lip. “One of those followers has the extraordinary ability to heal. One call from me and he’ll do exactly as I ask.”
Rem tightened his hold on the steering wheel. “He could heal Daniels?”
“That depends on you. But if this person were to spend enough time with your ex-partner, I think you’d be amazed at Daniels’ turnaround. By this time next week, he could be back on his feet,” she paused, “instead of dead.”
Rem didn’t know what to think. “How do I know you’re not lying?”
“Why would I lie? What would be the point of sending someone who can’t do shit?” She held his gaze. “If I say it’s true, it is. I don’t play games.”
“You’re playing one right now.” Rem thought of this healer and a small kernel of hope flickered. “I know this has strings attached. What do you want from me?”
Despite her smile, she exuded a frightening coldness. “You know me well.” Her eyes sparkled and Rem shivered again. “I want you.”
The bile rose up in the back of Rem’s throat. “You want me for what?”
“What do you think?”
The thought of her touching him almost made him gag.
“Don’t look so pale,” she said. “I’m not a monster.” She lowered her voice. “I think you’ll find I’m very talented. You might actually have a little fun.”
Rem stared out the window, wishing he could be anywhere else.
“Relax,” she said. “I won’t steal your virtue right away. We’ll take our time to get to know each other. I can appreciate a good conversation and if we could get past your hatred of me, I think you might find I’m an entertaining companion.” She rested a hand on her leg. “I can promise you that life will never be dull with me.”
“You’re supposed to be in a psychiatric ward, or better yet, prison,” said Rem, looking back at her. “You think playing house with me is wise?”
“The way I play it, it is. I’ll have rules, of course. You won’t contact anyone or reveal anything about us. Doing so puts Daniels back in peril. Curtis is available if I need him to revisit Daniels if required.” Her gaze hardened. “And it goes without saying that all contact with Mikey is over. I save Daniels and you do as I wish. You break the rules, and I can’t promise what will happen to Mikey, either. You know what I’m capable of.”
A sharp slice of dread ran up Rem’s back and his hair stood on end. This woman was clearly deranged. He sensed all Margaret really wanted was to break him, and once she did, she’d kill him and move on. It was like a perverse challenge to her. “It will never work.”
“You let me worry about that.”
“I can’t be what you want. I don’t understand why you even care.”
Margaret traced her fingers over the fabric of her pants. “I always get what I want.” She gazed out the window and sighed. “I remember that day so clearly. They’d taken you and you were in that blacked-out shed, calling for help.” She laughed softly. “I almost went in there. I wanted to see your fear and watch you cower. But I held off. And then you were tied down with Allison waving the knife over you. If I’d been who I am now, I would have taken that knife and slit her throat, then had some fun with you. But that time has passed. We’ve both changed since that day. But my desire for you has never waned.”
Rem suspected his closeness with Mikey had only irritated Margaret and made her want him more. He wondered how in the hell to get out of this mess. “Don’t you understand that once you get what you want, it’s never as good as you’d hoped? I doubt I’ll be any different.”
“Let’s hope that’s not the case. Your life, Daniels’, and Mikey’s depends on it.” She grinned. “Better said, you’ll be expected to try your best. You play games with me, and you’ll regret it.”
“I already regret it.”
She tipped her head. “At least you’re considering it. Maybe you’ve toyed with the idea before. Perhaps I’m more interesting to you than you care to admit.”
Rem closed his eyes, wishing an idea would come to him. Was it worth sacrificing his sanity to save Daniels’ life? Which was worse?
“You think on it,” she said. “But don’t take too long. I don’t think Daniels has the time.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a piece of paper and tucked it into his jacket pocket. Her nearness made him squirm. “Call this number when you’ve made your decision. Leave a voicemail.” She glanced into the back seat. “Curtis.”
Rem heard the door open behind him.
Margaret opened her door and leered at him. “I look forward to hearing from you.”
She slid out, shut the door, and Rem heard the back door close. Sitting in silence, he took a shuddered breath and waited for his heart to slow and his shivers to stop. He fought to think. He had no doubt Margaret knew someone who could likely heal Daniels, but he couldn’t stomach giving into her wishes and letting her do what she wanted to him. His mind and body wouldn’t survive it. Looking out his window, he locked the doors, praying Margaret and Curtis were gone. He was relieved when he didn’t see them. They’d walked into the darkness, and he had no idea where they’d gone. He debated calling Lozano but didn’t see the point. What would he tell him anyway?
Thinking of who this healer could be, he debated if he could find him himself. Maybe Mason would have some ideas since he dabbled in that world. There couldn’t be that many people who—”
A memory hit him and stopped him cold. A past case flashed in his mind and his heart thumped harder against his chest. He thought of Jill Jacobs and the serial killer they’d hunted and the surprising turn of events that followed. More memories flashed in his mind, and he held his stomach. Why the hell hadn’t he thought of it before? His hands shaking and hope blossoming, he started the car, backed out of the space, and tires squealing, he zoomed out of the lot.



Chapter Eighteen
MIKEY SAT IN THE waiting room. She checked the clock on the wall, wondering where Rem was. He normally arrived before everyone else. She’d texted him and he’d texted back, saying he was fine and would be there soon. 
Marjorie sat a few seats down with Katie. When Mikey had arrived, she’d learned that Daniels’ temperature was now up to one hundred three and a half and Marjorie was barely holding it together. Mikey hadn’t told Rem the news yet. She figured she’d wait until he got there to give him a little extra time without the additional fear and worry. She’d seen the sad look in his eyes when they’d left the hospital the previous evening, but the constriction she’d felt in him prior to his plate throwing and subsequent collapse into tears had eased significantly. The pressure that had built up and had threatened to explode since Daniels’ attack had finally found the needed release. But with Daniels’ continued decline, she suspected it might return. She’d have to keep an eye out for cheap plates.
Marjorie’s sniff brought Mikey back to the present and she caught Marjorie watching her. “Anything from Rem?” she asked.
“Not yet,” said Mikey.
She nodded and went back to staring off into space. Mikey wondered how much longer Marjorie could hold up. This constant waiting was worse than being in the actual hospital bed or at least that’s what it felt like. Daniels might disagree.
She jumped when the doors banged open and Rem walked in, but he wasn’t alone. A man was with him, but he was unlike most men Mikey knew. This one was big. He was well over six feet, his brawny tattooed arms and wide shoulders stretched the sleeves of the ZZ Top T-shirt he wore, which was covered by a black leather vest. His tousled wavy hair fell over his shoulders, and he wore motorcycle boots and ripped jeans. Stubble covered his jaw, and Mikey wondered if he was one of those romance novel models. The kind that held the beautiful busty heroine in his arms close enough to kiss her while the wind whipped his long locks.
Mikey squashed the initial impulse to smooth her hair and sat up. Marjorie turned in her seat when she saw Rem and the stranger.
Out of breath, Rem walked over to Marjorie, and the man followed. “How’s Daniels?” asked Rem.
Marjorie’s bottom lip trembled. “He’s worse. His temperature is up.”
Rem’s face and hands clenched but then he collected himself. “Okay.” He eyed the man who looked concerned. “Everybody,” said Rem. “This is Jace Marlon. He and I met on a case a while back.” He introduced everyone to Jace.
Jace nodded. “Hello.”
Mikey wondered what was going on.
“When’s the next visit with Daniels?” asked Rem, checking his watch.
“Ten minutes,” said Marjorie.
“Great,” said Rem. “Jace goes next. He needs to see him.”
Marjorie’s face furrowed. “But…who is he?”
Rem squatted in front of Marjorie. “Do you trust me?”
Marjorie hesitated but nodded. “Of course.”
“Good. Then Jace goes next.”
Everyone looked at Jace, who stared at the doors, looking distracted.
“Rem,” said Mikey. “What’s going on?”
Rem straightened. “Jace. Have a seat. I’ll take you back in a minute.” Rem gestured to a chair and Jace sat across from Mikey.
Rem sat beside Mikey and appeared way more animated than Mikey would have expected considering Daniels’ condition. “Is everything okay?” she asked, wondering if she should worry.
“I hope so,” said Rem. He looked at the time.
“How do you two know each other?” asked Mikey.
Jace eyed her and Rem. “It’s a long story,” he said.
“I’ll tell you one day,” said Rem. “But not right now.” He bounced his foot.
Mikey noted that Rem was still in the same clothes from the previous night. “Did you even go home yesterday?” She pulled on his jacket.
Rem frowned at his clothes as if just noticing he hadn’t changed. “No. I didn’t.”
“Why not?” asked Mikey.
“He was looking for me,” replied Jace, as if that was all Mikey needed to know. “I was at a poker game.”
Mikey got a whiff of what smelled like a combination of cigarettes, beer and sweat. “Have either of you slept?” she asked them.
“No,” they answered at the same time.
Confused, Mikey decided they weren’t going to explain much more than that. She sat back and waited until Rem stood. “That’s long enough. You ready?” he asked Jace.
Jace stood, too, that look of concern plus determination unwavering. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
Rem walked through the doors to ICU and Jace followed.

After getting Jace in to see Daniels, Rem left ICU and returned to the waiting area. Not seeing Marjorie or Katie, he sat beside Mikey. “Where’s Marjorie?”
“Katie is trying to get her up and moving around. Stretch her legs. Marjorie’s just been staring at the walls.”
Rem closed his eyes and hung his head. “Yeah. I know.”
“How are you doing? You don’t look so great yourself. And who is that guy?”
Rem opened his eyes and sat up. Despite not getting any sleep, he bounced his leg with nervousness. “Remember I told you about the Makeup Artist? How Daniels and I worked with Jill Jacobs to catch him?”
“Jill’s the one you dated?”
“For a while, yes.” He shook his foggy head to clear it. “She had some weird psychic connection to the Artist. After we caught him, we realized Jill was still being targeted.” Memories surfaced of Rutger and the damage he’d done. “I told you about that.”
“I remember. You’re talking about Rutger.”
“Yeah.” Not wanting to talk about that, he moved on. “Jill wasn’t the only target, though. So were Jace and a woman named Madison Vickers, both of whom had funky abilities of their own.” He paused, thinking back. “It’s a long story, but the point is Jace’s ability is he can heal.”
Mikey widened her eyes. “Heal? Like sick people?”
“Yes. I’ve seen it myself. He healed a cut on Daniels’ hand and likely kept me alive after what happened with Rutger.”
Mikey dropped her jaw. “And you think he can help Daniels?”
“Absolutely. It’s why I was hellbent on finding him. I drove to the bar he owns, but he wasn’t there. I started asking around, and someone told me he was at a poker game…in LA. He wasn’t due back until today.”
“LA?” asked Mikey with surprise. “Did you drive to LA to find him?”
“I sure did. I couldn’t waste any time.”
“No wonder you didn’t get any sleep.”
“It was four a.m. before I finally located him. We talked and by the time we left to come here, we got caught in traffic.” He ran his hand through his hair, wondering how Jace was doing with Daniels. He’d prayed all the way back from LA that Jace could help. “I just can’t believe I didn’t consider him sooner.” He groaned. “I’m so stupid.” 
“No, you’re not. You’ve been a little preoccupied. What made you think of him?”
The anxiety returning, Rem recalled his talk with Margaret. “Your sister.”
“Excuse me?”
“She paid me a visit last night in my car in the parking lot. Some goon named Curtis held a gun to my head and Margaret got in the passenger seat.”
“Are you joking with me?”
“I’m not.” Rem shuddered just recalling Margaret’s closeness.
“What did she want?”
“To make a deal. Daniels’ life for…” He almost chuckled at the absurdity of it. “…for me.”
“For you?” Mikey shifted to face him. “What does that mean?”
He glanced at her. “What do you think it means?”
Mikey stared in shock. “This is about sleeping with you?”
“Among other things. Your sister has big plans for me. But this isn’t about sex, it’s about control. Something about seeing me tied down and terrified thrilled her. She wants it again, only this time without the slab and knife. She wants me weak, afraid, and vulnerable. If I agree to her terms, which includes staying away from you, she says she can contact someone in her circle that will heal Daniels.”
Mikey fell back against the seat. “I don’t believe this.”
“She gave me a number to call once I made my decision. Then she and Curtis left. That’s when it hit me. I remembered Jace, and I took off to find him.”
“Did you call Lozano?”
“No. I didn’t see the point. Besides, I didn’t have time. I had to get Jace here.” He expelled a nervous breath. “It wouldn’t matter anyway. I didn’t see where they went. She and Curtis disappeared.”
“You should tell Lozano today. He needs to know.”
“Maybe, but right now I’m more concerned about Daniels.” He noted the time on the clock on the wall.
Mikey went quiet. “Be careful,” she said.
“About what?”
“I can see that look in your eye. You’re putting all your hopes on Jace, but what if he can’t heal Daniels?”
“He can.” He bounced his foot faster.
“I want that, too. But this is not a cut on a hand and for all you know, you survived your injuries with your own grit and determination. Daniels is critical.”
“I realize that.” He crossed his arms. “But if I don’t believe in something right now, I’m going to fall apart.” He clutched his elbows. “Jace is Daniels’ last hope.”
Mikey glanced at the doors that led to the ICU. “Okay.” She looked back. “If you believe in him, then so will I.” She put her hand over his wrist and squeezed.
“Thank you. We need all the positive thoughts we can get.”
“What are you going to tell Marjorie?”
“Just that Jace is a friend who might be able to help.”
“You think she’ll buy that without more of an explanation?”
“Jace asked me to keep his confidence. This is not something he advertises. I told you because you’ll understand better than most, but nobody else can know.” He paused. “Besides, Marjorie is barely thinking straight right now. If there’s the slightest hope that Jace’s presence can somehow make Daniels better, she won’t question it.”
“I suppose you’re right. She’s been so out of it this morning, I doubt she knows what day it is.”
“I’m not much better.”
Mikey studied him and he sensed her concern. “How long do you think this will take?” she asked.
“I have no idea.” He put his fingers over hers. “Let’s hope not long.”
Mikey nodded and sat back to wait.
Rem continued to watch the clock until another ten minutes passed and Jace returned. Rem sat up along with Mikey.
Jace sat across from them, looking pale and tired.
“Well?” asked Rem, squeezing Mikey’s hand.
Another couple entered the waiting room and took two seats near the window. Jace glanced at them and then eyed Mikey with uncertainty.
“She’s fine,” said Rem, nodding at Mikey. “I told her because this stuff is not uncommon for her. She’ll keep your secret.”
“I will,” said Mikey. “How’s Daniels?”
Jace relaxed and leaned in. “He’s pretty weak. It’s a good thing I only had a few minutes with him, or he would have sapped me dry.”
“Can you help?” asked Rem.
Jace hesitated. “I can do my best, but I’ll need more time. I’ll come back this afternoon. And probably again in the morning. I need to reset myself before each visit. He takes a lot out of me.”
“But he’s responding?” asked Rem.
“I don’t know. All I can do is offer my help. I sense he’s aware of my presence, but he feels distant, as if he’s halfway gone. I’ll do my best to give him the strength he needs, but whether or not he accepts it is up to him.”
“When will we know if he accepts it?” asked Mikey.
“I’ll do whatever I can and then we wait and see,” said Jace. “I can only heal those who want to be healed.”
Rem tensed in his seat. “Daniels will come back.” He felt Mikey squeeze his fingers in return. “He has to.”
Jace rested his elbows on his knees. “I would talk to him while you’re with him. Make sure he knows you’re there.”
“Oh, he knows,” said Rem. “Marjorie and I both talk to him.”
“Good. Then let’s hope he’s listening.” Jace sat up. “I’m going to go. I’ll get cleaned up and try to get some sleep before I come back. I want to be more prepared next time.”
He stood, and Rem and Mikey stood with him. “Thank you, Jace,” said Rem. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”
“I owe you guys, remember?” asked Jace. “And I do know how you feel. Without you, Danni and I would be dead.”
Rem recalled Danni, who was Jace’s ex-bartender and now girlfriend. “We just did our jobs.”
“Well, now I’m doing mine. I’ll do my best to bring Daniels back.” He offered his hand and Rem shook it. “I’ll be back soon,” said Jace. “Try not to worry.”
Grateful to the point of tears, Rem sighed. “That’s a big ask, but I’ll try.”
Jace let go of Rem’s hand, said his goodbyes, and left.



Chapter Nineteen
LATER THAT AFTERNOON, MASON, Mason’s girlfriend Valerie, Trick and Lozano stopped by the hospital. Mason and Valerie visited with Daniels and Trick and Lozano followed an hour later. Rem hated seeing their somber faces. It was as if they knew they might be seeing Daniels for the last time. Elana also came to see her son and left soon after. Between visits, Marjorie sat quietly. She’d retreated somewhere and despite attempts to speak with her, she only gave one-word answers. Rem figured she’d withdrawn to cope – something he was familiar with. 
Jace returned in the early evening. The others had left by then, so Rem didn’t have to field any questions about him. Marjorie glanced at Rem when Jace walked back to see Daniels, but Rem reminded her that Jace was there to help. She’d just nodded and looked away. 
Jace had come back fifteen minutes later, saying he’d had a better session with Daniels, but he would need more time and would return in the morning.
Rem thanked him again, and Jace had left to recoup. The rest of the evening passed uneventfully, and Rem and Marjorie were the last to visit Daniels for the day. They’d talked to him and encouraged him to hang in there, telling him they loved and missed him. Marjorie had kept it together, but the tears threatened. Rem had pointed out Daniels’ temperature, noting it had not increased. That got a soft smile out of Marjorie as the tears trickled down her face. Rem prayed that meant whatever Jace was doing was working.
On his way home, Rem called Lozano, figuring he should mention Margaret and Curtis’ surprise visit. He hadn’t brought it up earlier since he didn’t want to upset people while they were there to see Daniels. Mikey had kept Margaret’s appearance a secret from Mason, too, saying she would tell him when she went home. Rem suspected Mason wouldn’t be too thrilled, but at least he would know that Margaret hadn’t strayed far.
After a fitful night of sleep, Rem was up early and back at the hospital at eight. Marjorie arrived soon after. They both went in to see Daniels and Rem’s small flicker of hope bloomed when Rem saw Daniels’ temperature was the same. It had not increased.
About an hour after Rem and Marjorie left Daniels, Mikey arrived with a box of pastries and Jace almost followed her in. Rem told Jace he could go on back and happy that Daniels didn’t seem to be getting worse, Rem ate a pastry. Marjorie took one too, but only picked at it, and sipped her coffee.
Jace returned soon after and sat with Rem and Mikey. His face serious, Jace eyed Marjorie. “Is she okay?”
“No. She thinks we’re going to lose him,” said Rem.
Jace sighed and rubbed his eyes.
Seeing Jace’s concern, Rem worried. Had he been wrong to think that Jace could save Daniels? “Are we going to lose him?” His stomach flipped and he hoped the pastry he’d eaten would stay put.
“I’ve done all I can do.” Jace scratched a tattooed arm. “He’s not as weak as before and I sensed that he knew I was there. I gave him all I’ve got but at this point, it’s up to him.” He paused. “He’s closer than he was before though. I could feel it.”
“Then that’s a good thing, right?” asked Mikey. “If he’s stronger, he can fight this off.”
“He’s better than when I first arrived, but he’s been through a lot. If he chooses to retreat, there’s no healer in the world that can bring him back.” Somber, Jace pushed a strand of hair off his face.
“Here.” Mikey reached for a coffee. “I figured I’d see you, so I got one for you.”
Jace reached for it. “God bless you.” He took and sipped it.
“You sure you don’t need to come back for another round?” asked Rem. 
“I don’t think it will do any good,” said Jace. “But if he gets worse, let me know, and I’ll try again.”
“He’s not going to get worse,” said Mikey. “He’s not ready to leave yet. At least, not like this.”
Rem prayed she was right. “Thanks again, Jace.”
“No thanks required.” He sat up, sipped more coffee, and gestured toward Marjorie. “I’m going to talk to her.” He stood, set his coffee down and walked over to Marjorie. He sat beside her and spoke softly. Marjorie’s eyes welled and she brushed away her tears. Jace reached for a tissue and handed it to her.
“He’s a good guy,” said Mikey.
Rem agreed. “He is. A little rough around the edges, but still one of the good ones.” He recalled the many challenges of working with Jace when they’d been searching for Rutger. Jace hadn’t made it easy. Rem had wanted to knock his block off on more than one occasion but was now glad he hadn’t.
Jace talked to Marjorie for a few minutes before giving her a hug and saying his goodbyes. Marjorie sniffed and thanked him.
Solemn, Jace returned to get his coffee.
“What did you tell her?” asked Rem.
“Just that Daniels and I are friends and I owe him my life. He’s done a lot of good things for people, and I hope he continues to do so.”
Rem watched Marjorie wipe her nose. “She’s a great lady. Daniels will do whatever it takes to come back to her.”
“I can believe that.” Jace nodded at Mikey. “Looks like you’ve got a good one, too.”
Rem smiled at Mikey, whose cheeks colored slightly.
“Actually, we’re not…” she stammered. “We uh…don’t…”
“You’re right,” said Rem. “I’m very lucky.”
Mikey closed her mouth and stared at him.
Rem held her gaze. Seeing her blush, his heart warmed, and he thought of all she’d done for him since Daniels’ assault. He couldn’t be much luckier. He broke the look and standing, he spoke to Jace. “I’ll walk you out.”

The rest of the day passed like the monotonous crawl of a sloth. Rem wanted to bang his head against the wall. Elana returned and saw Daniels. Marjorie visited and then Mikey and Rem. Each time, his temperature remained the same. The gnawing worry crept up Rem’s spine. Would Daniels choose to return? Was he still not strong enough?
As the day turned to night, Rem eyed the clock. It was almost time for his and Marjorie’s last visit of the day. Then he’d go home, try to sleep, and come back tomorrow to start it all over again. Something told Rem that if Daniels didn’t show signs of improvement soon, he probably never would. Sitting in his chair, he reluctantly pulled out the phone number Margaret had slid into his jacket pocket. He'd given the number to Lozano, but Lozano had learned it couldn’t be traced. That didn’t surprise Rem. Margaret knew how to cover her tracks.
He studied the number, having the awful thought that if Daniels didn’t get better, maybe he should consider Margaret’s offer. Could the person she knew have a better shot at helping Daniels? Maybe between Jace and this other healer, they could get Daniels back on his feet. But even if that were possible, Rem would be sacrificing his life for Daniels. Could he endure it? Frustrated, he cursed and returned the number to his pocket. He knew that if Daniels died without Rem doing everything in his power to prevent it, he’d never forgive himself.
“Rem?”
He jolted out of his thoughts and saw Marjorie standing beside him. “You ready?” she asked.
“Yes.” He stood and followed her back, telling himself he’d decide in the morning what to do, but right now, he’d focus on spending time with his friend. Mikey had gone home so it was just him and Marjorie.
Walking back to ICU, he blinked his heavy lids. Marjorie had remained composed during the day, but as the last visit approached, she always became more emotional. Moving past Daniels’ curtain, Rem approached his bed. The same machines beeped and whirred, and Rem wanted to smash them. He’d grown to hate the noise, although he knew the equipment was keeping Daniels alive.
Marjorie sat beside him. “Hey, honey. Rem and I are here to say goodnight.” She kissed his cheek.
Rem checked Daniels’ temperature. It still held steady with no increase. He knew that whichever way it went from there would tell the story. He stepped up to Daniels’ bedside. “Hey, buddy. How are you?” Daniels cheeks were still flushed, but the swelling around his eye was reduced and the bruise was now a purply yellow. “You still hanging around in dreamland?” He smoothed the blanket around Daniels. “You must like it there, but maybe it’s time to come back. What do you think?”
“We miss you, honey,” said Marjorie. “J.P. asks about you every day.” She wiped away a tear.
Rem pulled the other chair close and sat. They continued to talk quietly to each other and with Daniels for the few minutes they had with him.
Seeing visitor hours were over, Rem leaned close to his friend. “We have to go but we’ll be back tomorrow. Same bat time, same bat channel.” His chest tightening and his tears rising, Rem patted his friend’s shoulder. “Just keep fighting. Please. Don’t leave us, okay?”
“Rem,” Marjorie whispered.
Rem straightened and sniffed. “What?”
“Look.” She pointed. “His temperature.”
Rem turned to read it. It had dropped a full degree.



Chapter Twenty
THE NEXT TWELVE HOURS were a whirl of emotional ups and downs for Rem. After seeing Daniels’ reduced temperature, they’d called the nurse in. James was still there and while encouraged, he told them that the next day would be a better indicator of Daniels’ condition. He was hopeful Daniels’ temperature would continue to decline but it was possible that it was only a brief dip before rising again. They would know more in the morning. 
Rem didn’t believe for a second that it was just a brief dip. In his mind, Jace’s mojo was working, and Daniels was on the mend. He and Marjorie had hugged, and he’d seen the hope in her eyes, but also the fear. She didn’t want to get her hopes up only to have them dashed again. They’d agreed to meet first thing the next morning and go in to see Daniels together. That way, good or bad, they could support each other.
Anxious, Rem had barely slept and was at the hospital the next day fifteen minutes early, but Marjorie had beaten him. Unable to wait, they’d headed back, needing to know how Daniels had done during the night. The door to his room was open but the curtain was pulled.
James wasn’t behind the nurse’s station, but Rem recognized Cindy.
“Cindy,” said Marjorie. They walked over to her.
Cindy set a tablet down when she saw them. “You’re early today.”
“We couldn’t wait,” said Marjorie. “Can we see him?”
Rem studied Daniels’ closed curtain, praying the news would be good.
“Not just yet. Dr. Banfield is with him.”
Marjorie’s face fell. “Is Gordon okay?” She gripped the edge of the counter.
Rem tensed. Was Daniels worse? He couldn’t possibly be worse. Holding his stomach, he prepared himself for the news.
Cindy smiled. “He’s great. It’s good news. His fever broke in the night. We called the doctor, and your husband was his first visit. He’ll be out in a second and will give you an update.”
Marjorie pressed her hand to her mouth and closed her eyes. Rem grabbed the counter and bent over, a rush of emotion washing over him. Collecting himself, he straightened and hugged Marjorie who was just as emotional.
“Thank God,” said Marjorie.
Rem took a deep breath and let her go. “He’s gonna make it. I know it.”
Marjorie sniffed. “I prayed so hard he’d come back.” A sob cut off her words and tears sprang from her eyes.
Anxious to speak with the doctor, Rem shifted on his feet. Marjorie pulled a tissue from her pocket and dabbed at her cheeks. “Please tell me this is his first step toward recovery,” she said.
“It is,” said Rem. “It’s got to be.” Jittery, he shook out his hands, still reeling from the news.
Another minute passed and Dr. Banfield stepped out. He wore scrubs and had a stethoscope around his neck. Seeing Rem and Marjorie, he approached them with a smile. “I suppose you heard the good news?”
Marjorie bobbed her head. “Yes. How is he?”
“Your husband is doing well. He’s fought back the infection. Right now, he’s holding steady at 99 degrees.”
Rem wanted to crumple to the ground. His legs trembled but he remained upright. “What does that mean?”
“It means he’s past the worst of it. I’m actually amazed at how well he’s doing. His vitals are strong, and his color is good. We’ll do some tests, but the brain swelling has reduced as well.” He crossed his arms. “He keeps going like this and I’m going to have to take him off that ventilator. I suspect you two would be okay with that?”
Marjorie whimpered in the back of her throat.
“God, yes,” said Rem. “I hate that thing.”
“I’m not too fond of it either,” said Banfield. “The sooner we can get him off of it, the better. I’m going to schedule those tests, but if everything looks good and Detective Daniels continues to improve, I’d like to take him off it tomorrow. If that goes well, we can move him out of ICU and into a private room. Then you can visit as much as you’d like.”
“That would be amazing,” said Marjorie.
Rem considered another obstacle. “What about waking up? When will he do that?”
Banfield’s smile fell. “Hard to say. Despite all his progress, there’s still the possibility of brain damage. There’s no way to know if that’s an issue until he gains consciousness.”
Marjorie took a deep breath. “Just so long as he wakes up. Then we can go from there. I just want to see his eyes.”
Rem’s excitement mellowed at the thought of his partner suffering brain damage, but he told himself they’d deal with one thing at a time. If Jace could help Daniels beat back the infection, then who knows what else he might have done?
“He’s gotten this far, though,” said Banfield. “He’s obviously not backing down without a fight.”
“That’s my husband,” said Marjorie. “I know he’s coming back to us.”
“That’s my goal, Mrs. Daniels. You hang in there. Once I have the test results, I’ll let you know about the ventilator and next steps, but hopefully, if it all goes well, your husband will have his own room soon.” He checked his watch. “I have to finish my rounds. I’ll speak to you later.” He gestured toward Daniels’ room. “Feel free to go see him.”
“Thank you,” said Marjorie.
“Thanks,” said Rem.
Banfield walked off, and sighing with relief, Rem followed Marjorie to visit Daniels.

The next three days were a combination of agonizing slowness and spurts of promising activity. Daniels’ tests went well, and the day after breaking his fever, Banfield removed Daniels from the ventilator. He’d started breathing on his own with no issues. Banfield had waited two more days before moving Daniels out of ICU and into his own room. He’d even discussed taking Daniels back into surgery to return the fragment of skull they’d removed to allow for the brain swelling but wanted to give Daniels more time to get stronger and possibly wake up. Despite all the progress, though, Daniels remained unconscious.
Daniels being in his own room made a huge difference. Everyone could visit when they wanted, although visiting hours were still between eight and eight. Rem and Marjorie could sit with him the full twelve hours, which they did the first day, but then they’d agreed to break up the time. Marjorie would come in the morning and then leave to take care of J.P. and Rem would come in the afternoon and stay with Daniels the rest of the time. It was a welcome break from an arduous routine.
Mikey went back to work but checked in with Rem frequently and visited. Elana kept her routine and checked in twice a day, and Lozano had stopped by a couple of times. Jace had visited, too, pleased that Daniels was doing better. Everything was going well except for Daniels remaining unconscious, but Banfield had told them that he could wake up in twenty-four hours or twenty-four days. Every case was different.
At the end of the week, Rem sat quietly at Daniels’ bedside. Mikey, Mason, and Trick had come by earlier and had brought Rem a hamburger. He’d eaten half and after they’d left, he’d spent the rest of the time watching movies on the TV in Daniels’ room. The cheesier, the better since he knew his friend hated them. Rem hoped it might wake him up sooner.
After the last movie ended, Rem turned the TV off and sat quietly in the room, thankful the machines around Daniels were fewer and their sound muted. Daniels had an IV, the bandage on his head remained, and his arm was still splinted, but even that looked better. His fingers weren’t swollen, and the bruising on his arm and eye was fading to a faint yellow. The only other sound was the heart monitor, but the nurses could lower the sound to give Rem some peace.
Sitting there, watching his friend sleep or whatever he was doing, Rem pulled out the piece of paper with the phone number Margaret had given him. He hadn’t thrown it away and figured that by now Margaret had taken his silence to mean he wasn’t going for the deal. He also assumed she knew of Daniels’ condition and that her bargaining chip was no longer required. Concerned Daniels could still be in danger, he’d talked to Lozano about posting an officer at Daniels’ door. Lozano had agreed and an officer had shown up the previous day.
Staring at the number, he reflected on that moment with Margaret in his car. He’d had a lot of time to think since Daniels had been in the hospital. His worry and fear, plus his conversations with those around him, and the talk with Margaret, gave him a lot to ponder.
Still staring, he considered his options. There weren’t many. If Daniels recovered, Rem could stick to his plan and move, or he could stay and remain at the zoo, or find another job, or return to the force.
He closed his eyes, thinking through each option. Since Daniels had been moved to his own room, Rem had benefited from a couple nights of decent sleep. His head was clearer and his mind sharp. Taking a second to settle himself, he checked in with his gut, going through each of his options in his mind. After a few minutes, he opened his eyes, and stared at the number again. Then he pulled out his phone and dialed.
It rang twice and he heard a beep. He took a deep breath and spoke.
“In case you haven’t figured it out, I thought I’d let you know that I officially decline your offer. Or better said, shove it up your ass. And that thing about making me mad, well now I am. You went after my partner? Now I’m coming for you, Margaret, and I’m not going to stop until you’re behind bars or dead.” He paused. “You like that I’m the light? Then put your damn shades on and enjoy your freedom because it won’t last much longer.” He recalled the gun to his head. “And tell that asshole Curtis I’m comin’ for him, too.”
Satisfied, he hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket. Leaning closer to the bed, he pulled the cover up around Daniels, told him good night and he’d see him tomorrow. Pausing, he made another decision, and stood. “Guess it’s time to make some changes. Wish me luck.” He patted Daniels on the shoulder. “See ya.”
Feeling better than he had in a while, he left the room.



Chapter Twenty-One
REM PULLED INTO THE familiar parking space. He turned off the ignition and stared up at the police station. His mind raced with reasons to leave but he shut it all down. He knew he had to do this, and he knew why. If he was going to stop Margaret, then this would be the next step. He started to get out of his car when his phone rang. He pulled it out and saw it was Marjorie. Hoping everything was okay, he answered. “Marjorie?” 
“Rem.”
She was breathless, and Rem’s adrenaline kicked in. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she said, animated. “He squeezed my hand, Rem. Gordon squeezed my hand.”
Rem’s excitement bubbled up. “You’re kidding.”
“I’m not. I was talking to him about J.P. and maybe bringing him up to see his daddy and Gordon’s fingers gripped mine. It was strong, too.” He heard her take a breath. “He can hear us. I’m sure of it.”
Thrilled, Rem closed his eyes. “That’s fantastic. He’s getting there, Marj.”
“He is.” She chuckled over the phone. “I couldn’t wait to tell you. Who knows what he’ll do when you see him this afternoon?”
Rem had to believe this was just the beginning of Daniels’ return. “I hope you’re right.” Despite the good news, he realized Daniels squeezing Marjorie’s hand didn’t reveal much about whether he had a brain injury, but Rem would take whatever he could get. “Thanks for calling me.”
They talked for a few minutes before they said their goodbyes and hung up. Rem put his phone away, and happy about the news but still nervous, he stared at the building again. Bolstering himself, he got out of his car, wanting to get this done before he went to see Daniels. He walked through the lot, up the steps and through the entrance. The familiar lobby hadn’t changed, and he saw Shorty at the front counter. The tall thin officer saw Rem and did a doubletake. “Rem?” he asked. “Is that you?”
“Hey, Shorty. It’s me. How are you?” Two other officers walked by, spotted Rem, and said hello. Rem said hello back. “Lozano here?”
Shorty shrugged. “Far as I know.” He paused. “How’s Daniels? I heard he’s doing better.”
“He is. Still hasn’t woken up though.”
“Can you blame him? He better catch his z’s now because once he’s awake, those nurses will never give him a moment’s rest.”
“You’re probably right.” He waved. “I’ll see ya.”
“I hope so. We need another poker night once Daniels is back on his feet.”
“You’re on.” Rem took the stairs two at a time to the second floor. Seeing the squad doors, he had another moment of hesitation before he walked through them. He stopped when he saw his old workspace. The last time he’d been here, he’d resigned and could barely hold it together when he’d left.
Manetti sat at Rem’s old desk, staring at the monitor with a file folder open and a pencil in his mouth. Seeing Rem, he opened his mouth and the pencil fell out. Mel and Garcia were there, and they both smiled.
“Well, look who’s here,” said Mel, leaning back in his chair. “The prodigal detective. How’s Daniels?”
“He’s getting there,” said Rem, “but you know how he is. He’s taking his time.”
“I bet,” said Garcia. “After what he’s been through, though, he needs all the rest he can get.”
“That’s the truth.” Looking through the glass window of Lozano’s office, Rem saw Lozano talking on the phone. “He busy?”
“No more than usual,” said Mel. “I’m sure he’d be thrilled to see you.”
“That’d be a first,” said Garcia with a grin.
Rem smiled back, realizing how much he’d missed the squad room’s friendly banter. He passed Daniels’ empty desk and eyed Manetti. “Manetti,” he said.
“Rem,” said Manetti, still looking anxious.
Rem figured there’d be plenty of opportunity for talking later, so he passed Manetti and walked to Lozano’s door. He knocked. Lozano looked up and saw him. He stilled for a moment and then waved him in.
Rem opened the door, entered the office, and closed the door behind him.

That evening, Rem sat beside Daniels’ bed. Unmoving, Daniels slept. Marjorie had told him before she’d left that Daniels hadn’t squeezed her hand since the first time but encouraged Rem to keep trying. He’d agreed but so far, his attempts had not produced any results.
He gave up after a while and flipped on the TV. After watching another corny movie, he turned it off and sat in the quiet again, watching Daniels sleep. “Anytime you want to open your eyes, feel free,” said Rem, but Daniels had no reaction.
There was a soft knock on the door and Rem said to come in. The door opened and Mikey entered, wearing her usual skinny black jeans and black T-shirt. The diamond stud in her nostril sparkled in the light. “Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” he answered, happy to see her. He’d missed having her around more often. “How are you?”
She walked around Daniels’ bed to sit in the chair beside Rem. “I’m fine. How are you? How’s Daniels?” She set her purse down.
“He’s showing signs of improvement. He squeezed Marjorie’s hand today.”
Mikey’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s fantastic.”
“It is. So far, though, he hasn’t done it since, despite my best efforts.”
“I suspect this is not something that happens quickly. You’ll have to take it one day at a time.”
“I suppose you’re right, but it’s hard not to get impatient.”
“Give him time. He’ll get there.” She reached inside her purse. “I brought you something.”
His shoulders aching, Rem rubbed his neck. “What’s that?”
She pulled out a plastic bag and held it out. “I made brownies.”
Rem groaned with satisfaction and took the bag. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.” His stomach rumbled.
“Did you have dinner?” Mikey asked.
“I ran down to the cafeteria while the nurse was here and had a so-so serving of meatloaf.”
“So-so? Coming from you, then it must have been awful.”
“I’ve had worse, but this…” he waved the bag of brownies, “…will make it all better.”
“I figured you’d like it. I know your affinity for baked goods. Especially chocolate ones.”
“That you do.” He opened the bag, reached inside, broke off a piece of brownie and ate it, moaning as he did so. “That’s delicious.” He licked his fingers.
“Be glad you got some. Mason and Trick almost finished the batch. I had to fight them off.”
Delighting in the brownie, he chewed and watched her, thinking of all she’d done for him before Daniels’ injury and after. Mikey had been there through some difficult times and her support had never wavered, although he’d given her plenty of reasons to question it. “You’re too good for me.”
“Believe me. I know.”
He noted her soft, purply-pink tipped hair that brushed her shoulders. “You look good. Have you been getting some rest?”
“Some. You look better, too.” She reached over and touched his scruffy jaw with the back of a knuckle. “You planning on shaving again?”
Her touch tingled against his skin. “You like the look?”
Mikey lowered her hand. “Jace can pull it off better.”
He chuckled. “I won’t argue with that.” He grazed his fingers over his jawline. “Yeah. I’ll shave eventually. I need a trim too,” he said, running his hand through his long hair. Especially since I’m going back to work.”
Mikey frowned. “Work? Are you going back to the zoo?”
Rem shook his head. “Nope. I gave Rocky my notice. The animals will have to live without me. Bart the baboon will be sad.”
“Not from what you’ve told me.” Her brow furrowed. “Did you find something else?” She hesitated. “Are you moving?”
“No. I’m not.” Rem ate another bite of brownie. “I spoke to Lozano today. I’m getting my badge and gun back.” He waited for her reaction.
She dropped her jaw. “Are you serious?”
“Would I joke about something like that?”
“I don’t know. Would you?”
Rem smiled and swallowed. “No. It’s going to take a few days with paperwork and all, but Lozano doesn’t anticipate any problems.”
“I don’t believe it. What made you change your mind?”
He debated the question, not sure how to answer. “A lot of things.” He thought about it. “What happened to Daniels. What’s happened to me. Margaret’s unexpected visit.” He sighed. “I realize I have to make some decisions about my life and how I want to live it. I know Margaret’s not going anywhere and I suspect she’s plotting her next move. The question I had to ask myself was whether I wanted to be ready for it or run from it.”
Mikey stared at him with disbelief. “You’re really doing this?”
“I’m really doing this.” Rem sat back, thinking about his meeting with Lozano. It had gone well and when Rem had left, he’d had a spring in his step he hadn’t had in a while. It felt good to be back. He knew he still had issues to deal with, but his hiding was over. His attempts to do so had only made things worse. Despite the obvious risks, he needed something to live for and the job was a big part of that. Eyeing Mikey, he realized he had more to do. If he was really heading down this path, maybe it was time to act on a few other unresolved issues.
Mikey relaxed and smiled at him. “I’m proud of you. I know it hasn’t been easy.”
“I don’t doubt I’m going to have some stumbling blocks along the way. I hope you and Daniels can continue to put up with me.” He ate another bite of brownie, but his mind was elsewhere.
“I’ve put up with you this long, haven’t I? Daniels has had it even worse. If we haven’t kicked you to the curb yet, I’d say you’re stuck with us.”
He chewed and made up his mind. Knowing exactly what he wanted, he set the bag of brownies to the side.
“Don’t tell me you’re done,” said Mikey. “Where’s that famous Remalla sweet tooth?”
He shifted to face her. “You want to go out on a date?”
Her reaction was worth the wait. Her eyes rounded and she stammered. “Ex…Excuse me?”
“You heard me.” He swiped some crumbs off his shirt. “How about tomorrow?”
“I…uh…you…you want to go on a date?”
“I do.”
“But…you…I…” she sputtered, and he smiled. “I thought you wanted to hold off?”
“I did, at the time. But things have changed.”
“What’s changed? Margaret’s still out there.”
The familiar fear reared up in Rem’s gut and for a second, he almost let it win. “I know I haven’t been in the right head space, but after what happened to Daniels, I realize that nothing is certain. Me sitting on the sidelines only gives Margaret what she wants. She revels in my fear.” Thinking, he rested his elbows on his knees. “When I decided to return to work, I made a conscious decision to not let her be in charge anymore. It’s been a hard road, and I have to consistently silence the urge to retreat, but I don’t have any other choice.” He studied her. “This doesn’t mean I won’t worry about you. I know this will push Margaret’s buttons.”
“You worry about me anyway and Marge’s buttons are always pushed. I don’t think she has an off button.”
“She has degrees of retaliation. You’re looking at what she can do.” He nodded at Daniels. “So if you’d prefer to hold off, I completely understand.”
Mikey still stared in shock. “You’re sure about this?”
“I’m not sure about anything. I could curl up into a ball tomorrow but I’m going to do my damnedest not to.” He took her hand. “You’ve been there for me, Mikey, through the good and the bad. And I’m stupid to sit here and risk losing you. I’m not saying we won’t have some challenges and you may still have to pull me off the ledge, but if you’re willing to take the risk, then so am I.”
She squeezed his fingers and took a moment before speaking. “Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow.”
She nodded. “Okay. What’d you have in mind?”
His heart thumped. “How about a steakhouse? God knows you’ve been feeding me this whole time in the hospital. It’s about time I fed you. How about The Orlando?”
“The Orlando, huh? That’s pretty pricey. Are you sure we can get in on such short notice?”
He shrugged. “I know a guy who knows a guy who owes me one. We’ll get in, and if we don’t, then we’ll wing it. What do you think?” He gestured at Daniels. “You mind going a little later? I can leave here and come pick you up.” Hopeful, he looked back at Mikey. The thought of finally going on a date with her made his pulse pound.
She glanced at Daniels, too. “How about this? I’ll stop by here around seven. We’ll hang out with Daniels and go whenever you want. And I’m perfectly happy with a burger and a beer. We can save the steakhouse for when Daniels is better.”
He raised a brow. “Already planning for the second date, I see.”
Her cheeks turned pink, and she squirmed in her seat. “I guess I’m optimistic our first one will go well.”
Rem ran his thumb over the back of her hand. His body warmed, and he found it hard to take his eyes off of her. “I have no doubt it will.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
QUESTIONING HER CHOICE OF yet another shirt, Mikey pulled the green one off and put the blue one on. She studied herself in the mirror, turning to see the front and back. She’d decided on a nice pair of black jeans with strappy heels but couldn’t decide on a shirt. Uncertain, she left the bedroom and went out into the kitchen. Mason was sitting at the dining table and Trick was in the kitchen, making salsa. 
“Do you like this one better?” she asked, smoothing the shirt.
Mason munched on a chip from a bowl. “It’s just as nice as the other two. You’ll look great no matter what you wear.”
Wearing an apron that said Kiss the Texan, Trick studied her. “I like the red one better.”
“You do?” asked Mikey.
“It’s sexier.”
Mikey nibbled her lip. “You think I need to go sexy?”
Trick wiped his fingers on the apron. “You’re going on a date, aren’t you?”
“But it’s Rem. He doesn’t care if it’s sexy.”
“Exactly,” said Mason. “Wear whatever you’re comfortable in. You’ll look great no matter what.”
“That’s true, but this is a date. You two are used to just hanging out, but now you’re taking the next step.” Trick smiled. “You want my opinion? Go sexy. He’ll like it.”
Mikey huffed. “It’s just a date, Trick. We’re going to get something to eat and…and…talk.”
“Talk?” asked Trick. He smirked. “I hope to hell you do more than that.”
“Trick,” said Mason. “Don’t freak her out. She’s anxious enough as it is.”
“Thank you, Mason.” Mikey eyed herself in the reflection of the breakfast window. “We’re going to take this slow.”
“Slow?” Trick chuckled. “You two have been dancing around this for months. You and Rem are like a dry field of grass on a hot day. All you need is one spark and the whole thing is going up.”
Mikey’s stomach fluttered. She wouldn’t admit that she’d been wondering the same. Where would this date lead? Considering all that Rem had been through, it would make sense if they chose to go slow. “It’s taken this long just to get here. I don’t think anything’s burning just yet. I don’t want to scare him off.”
Trick cut a tomato. “If something ignites and he retreats, he’s a damn fool.”
“Trick, just focus on the salsa,” said Mason. “Mikey knows what she’s doing. She and Rem can figure it out on their own.”
“Says the man in a serious relationship who’s talking to his sister who hasn’t been on a date in a while.” He pointed at himself with the knife. “I’m out there. I know what it’s like.”
“You can’t compare your experience to Mikey and Rem,” said Mason. “Mikey didn’t pick Rem up in a bar with hopes of getting lucky.”
“We’re friends,” said Mikey, “moving into new territory. He’s still a little leery so I’m going to give him his space.” She smoothed a wrinkle in her shirt, wondering again what the evening would bring. “I just want to relax and enjoy the night.”
Trick shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s your date. But if you want my two cents…” He winked and whispered. “Go for the red.”
Mikey smirked back at him and returned to her bedroom. She studied herself again in the mirror and debated the other two tops. Thinking of Rem, she considered which one he’d like and then chastised herself. She wasn’t in high school. Whatever top she chose would be fine. Her stomach churned though, and she had to admit to herself that this was more than just a date. Trick was right. This night was a culmination of the dance between friendship and romance she and Rem had been entertaining for a while and it was finally leaning toward romance. It’s what she’d hoped for, but now that it was here, she questioned it. Was this the best thing for them? If it didn’t work out, could they still be friends? Was this a huge mistake?
“Stop it, Mikey,” she said to herself. “He’s finally ready to move forward. You are not going to chicken out.” She blew out a breath and appraised herself. Her hair hung in waves around her shoulders, and she’d put on just enough make up to accentuate her lips, eyes, and cheekbones. Hearing Trick’s advice in her head, she pulled off the blue shirt. “Screw it. Let’s go sexy.” She picked up the red one and put it on. It was lower cut in the front and was loose enough to allow one side to fall and expose a shoulder. The bottom of the shirt hugged her hips. Deciding that was the one, she dug through her jewelry box and pulled out her mom’s rose quartz necklace and secured it around her neck. She dabbed some perfume behind her ears and double checked herself in the mirror. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
She fluffed her hair, grabbed her small purse, and left the bedroom. “I’m heading out. Wish me luck.”
Trick turned, saw her, and grinned. “Good choice.” He winked at her again. “Have fun tonight.” He lowered his voice. “And you know what I mean by fun.”
Mason rolled his eyes and stood. “Ignore him, Mikey.”
“I usually do.” She left the kitchen and Mason followed. “I’ll see you guys later.”
Mason stopped with her at the door. “You do look beautiful.”
She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “Thank you.”
“And stop fidgeting.”
Mikey lowered her hands. “Okay.”
Mason glanced back at Trick who was stirring something in a bowl. He turned back and whispered. “Just let me know where you are. Not to cramp your style, but if things go well and you just happen to not come home tonight…”
“Mason, I don’t think…”
He raised his hand. “Just in case, send me a text, okay? So I know you’re safe.”
Understanding his concern, she nodded. “I will.”
“Good. Now go have a good time. You deserve it. Tell Rem we said hi.”
“I will. See you.”
“See you.”
Mikey headed to her car and drove off. She spent the entire drive repeating positive affirmations in her mind to calm herself, but once at the hospital, her nerves kicked in again. She shook them off, rode the elevator up, got off and headed to Daniels’ room. At the door, she said hello to the officer standing outside. Hesitating, she told herself this would all work out, and knocked. She heard a come in and pushed the door open.
Rem stood at the side of Daniels’ bed, wearing a navy-blue long-sleeved shirt that complemented his eyes and a nice pair of dark wash jeans. He’d shaved and his hair was trimmed, and he stilled when he saw her.
“Wow,” he said, his gaze moving over her. “You look great.”
Her heart raced, and she noted how good he looked. “So do you.” She moved further into the room and smelled a hint of aftershave. Getting closer, she noticed his sneakers were gone and he wore a nice pair of chocolate brown loafers.
“You smell good.” He smiled at her.
“Thanks. You smell pretty good yourself.”
“I outdid myself. I got a haircut. Bought new shoes.” He held out a foot.
“I’m impressed.” Excited he’d made a serious effort for her, her nervousness ticked up a notch. She eyed Daniels in the bed. “How is he? Any change?” She set her purse down in a nearby chair.
Rem returned his attention to Daniels. “Yes and no.” He pulled on the edge of Daniels’ blanket. “Marjorie said he fluttered his eyes this morning and even opened them briefly, before going back to sleep. She’s over the moon about it.”
“That’s great news,” said Mikey, excited.
“It is,” said Rem. “I’m thrilled, too, except…” His face fell.
“What?”
“It’s stupid.”
“What’s stupid?”
“I don’t know. I get here and nothing happens. No hand squeeze. No eye flutters. I can’t help but wonder…” He turned, found a chair, and sat. “What if he’s mad?”
Frowning, Mikey sat beside him. “What are you talking about?”
“What if he can hear us? What if he knows I’m here, and doesn’t want to engage? I told you our last talk was an argument. Maybe that’s why nothing happens when I’m around. He’s angry with me.”
Mikey scoffed. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Have you stopped to think that after he does those things, that he’s tired? Maybe that’s all he can muster and once you get here, he’s sleeping soundly. You said yourself he needs time. So give it to him. Believe me, when he’s ready, he’ll come around while you’re here. Stop worrying.”
Rem rubbed his face. “I know. You’re right. I’m overthinking it.”
She noted his weary features. “You sure you still want to go out tonight? We can postpone if you’re not up for it.” Mikey hated asking the question but there was no point in going if Rem was only going to worry about Daniels.
He glanced at her, his eyes wide. “Are you kidding? No way we’re cancelling. Look how good we look. We can’t let that go to waste.
Relieved, she tried not to fidget.
“I do have unfortunate news, though. The Orlando is out. My guy who knew a guy got picked up for possession. He’s doing six months.”
“I don’t care. I just want to hang out with you.” She thought about it. “There’s a place across the street. Serves great Mexican. Let’s just go there. You can get your tacos and I can get my enchiladas. What do you think?”
He reached over and took her hand. “That sounds great.”
“It’s easy and stress-free. Something we could both use right now.”
“A margarita wouldn’t hurt either.”
“No. It wouldn’t.”
He squeezed her fingers. “You ready? You want to go now?”
“You don’t want to stay until visiting hours are over?”
Rem eyed Daniels. “As you said. He needs his rest.”
She sensed his need to stay a little longer. “How about thirty minutes? Then we’ll go.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure. There’s no rush. We have the whole night.” Hearing her words, she hoped Rem wouldn’t misinterpret. Her cheeks warmed when she worried he would. “I mean, there’s no hurry.”
He smiled softly with that disarming way of his. “Thirty minutes, then.”

Rem opened the door for Mikey, and they entered the small Mexican restaurant. Since it was almost eight o’clock, the place was quiet, and they were quickly seated. Rem sat next to her at the four-top table, and they ordered margaritas and studied the menu. Rem did his best not to stare at her. When she’d entered the hospital room, his heart had jumped into his throat. Used to seeing her in her normal jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers, he’d been almost tongue-tied when he saw her. He’d wished in that moment that Daniels would open his eyes so he could see how lucky Rem was. Rem had done his best not to ogle her. He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.
Anxious about the evening, he'd spent his morning shopping and getting his hair cut, wanting to look his best. He’d even called Marjorie to get her advice on what to wear. She’d laughed and told him nice jeans and a deep colored shirt, preferably blue, would look good on him, and to buy new shoes and wear a decent jacket.
When he’d shown up at the hospital, she’d given him the thumbs up, had told him he looked sexy, and that Mikey was very lucky. He’d blushed and she’d enjoyed every moment of his anxiety, but then she’d said how happy she was that he and Mikey were finally going on a date, and it was long overdue. When she’d left, she’d wished him well and told him to have fun and not worry about Daniels. Daniels would insist on it.
Rem had spent the rest of his time wishing Daniels would wake up so he could talk Rem down. The closer it got to Mikey’s arrival, the more the warning bells blared. What if this was dangerous? What if Margaret was watching? Was this putting Mikey’s life at risk?
He’d told himself several times not to think the worst. Nothing they did tonight would endanger them any worse than they already were. He’d keep an eye out and if he sensed any threat, he’d take Mikey home and call Lozano. Despite all his inner coaxing, by the time she’d arrived, he’d been on the verge of cancelling, but when she’d walked in the room, he knew there was no chance of that happening. It had become crystal clear that other than Daniels waking up, there was nothing he wanted more than to spend time with her. After that, his worries faded and he’d relaxed, but it didn’t stop him from watching everything and everyone when they’d left the hospital. He feared Margaret would jump out at any moment, but his fears weren’t realized, and they’d made it to the restaurant safely.
After ordering, they spent time chatting, discussing various subjects, and enjoying their drinks. The food arrived, and hungry, Rem ate quickly. Mikey finished her enchiladas and pushed the plate aside when she was finished. “That was delicious,” she said.
“The tacos were great. Maybe not at the Taco del Fuego level, but close.” He pointed at her nearly empty drink. “You want another?”
She shook her head. “No. I’m good.”
Rem took the last sip of his and pushed it away. “Me, too.”
Mikey rested an elbow on the table. “You heard anything from Lozano about getting your badge back?”
“Not yet. I figure no news is good news.”
“You’re going to partner with Manetti?”
“Seems so.”
“What do you think about that?”
Rem shrugged. “It’s going to be weird, but as Lozano said, Daniels managed, and so can I. I’m going to have to talk to Manetti, though. I came down pretty hard on him after Daniels’ attack.”
“I’m sure he’ll understand.”
“And he’s going to get a hell of a lot of pushback if he argues with me about what I eat.”
Mikey chuckled. “I think he’ll soon learn that any such attempts will be pointless.”
“And life-threatening.”
Mikey swiped a crumb off of her sleeve. “Poor Manetti. I don’t think he’s quite prepared for what he’s about to experience.”
“It’ll be good for him. Put hair on his chest, as my dad used to say.” Rem wiped his fingers on his napkin. "How's Kyle?"
Mikey thought of Kyle, her close friend, who'd been helping Mason out at SCOPE and who had expressed a romantic interest in Mikey. Knowing she couldn't reciprocate his feelings, Mikey had told Kyle the truth, hoping they could remain friends. So far, they had. "He's doing great."
"He getting over his broken heart?"
Mikey chuckled. "Please. It wasn't that bad."
"I think you underestimate your charms."
Mikey felt her cheeks warm. "He'll be okay."
“And how’s your dad?”
They talked for a while about Mikey’s father, Martin, his health issues and affiliation with Ruben Montes, the wealthy philanthropist who blamed Mason for the incarceration of his son and the ruin of his family’s pharmaceutical business. Montes had arranged to pay for all of Martin Redstone’s medical bills and had offered round-the-clock care. No matter how much Martin’s children tried to tell him that Ruben was dangerous, he’d ignored them.
“You think Ruben would hurt him?” asked Rem.
“I don’t know, but he’ll definitely use him to poke at Mason. He knows how much Mason hates Ruben’s involvement with our family.”
“And there’s not much he can do about it.”
“I know.” She ran her finger down the side of her margarita glass. “I can’t help but wonder if Ruben is in touch with Margaret.”
“God help your dad if he is.” Rem hated to think about Margaret but knew there was no way to avoid it.
“That’s what worries me, but as you said, there’s little we can do.”
Rem nodded, but his mind drifted. “You mind if I ask you something?”
She narrowed her eyes. “It sounds serious.”
“It sort of is.”
“What is it?”
He smoothed his napkin. “When I go back to work, my sole intent is to find your sister, Curtis, and whoever else is involved in Daniels’ attack.” He wondered how to express what was on his mind. “I’ll do everything in my power to arrest Margaret, but if she resists, it may come down to something worse. If she threatens me or you, or anyone else, I won’t hesitate to kill her.” He watched Mikey’s reaction, but she sat quietly. “How would that affect you?”
Mikey didn’t move, but her jaw tightened. “I’ve never thought about it like that.”
Rem forced the words out. “Do you want to date the man who killed your sister?”
Holding his gaze, she took her time to respond. “I guess that all depends. Assuming you do your job and don’t break any laws, I would understand. You have a responsibility to protect others and you can’t allow her to take another life. But if it were to happen any other way, I don’t know what I would think. She is still my sister.”
“It’s a tough line to cross.”
“Do you think you’d hesitate? If it came down to her hurting someone, would you hold back because of me?”
“I don’t know. On the one hand, I want her reign of terror to end. She’s caused a lot of suffering and if you think that ends just because she’s behind bars, then you’re wrong.”
“So you want to kill her?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Well, you almost did.”
He leaned in. “Mikey, she almost killed you and Mason. She almost killed Daniels. And you know what she wants to do with me, and when she’s done, she’d kill me, too. God knows what’s coming next.” He gestured at her. “This date alone could send her over the edge.”
“That’s not a big jump.”
“I know that.”
“I saw you on our way here. You were looking around every corner.”
“With good reason.”
Mikey set her napkin on the table. “I wish I could tell you how I would feel, but I can’t. It would depend on the circumstances. Despite all she’s done and what she might do, I grew up with her. She’s part of my family. Of course, I’ll hate it if that’s the way it ends up, but if you have no other choice, I will never blame you. And I can understand your need to end her life. I can’t blame you for that either.” She took his hand. “I trust you to do what’s right when that time comes. Just like I trust you right now.”
Marveling at her ability to make him feel better with such a difficult question, he chuckled. “You trust me, huh?”
“I do.”
The server arrived with the bill and Rem gave him his credit card. “Good. Because I have another big ask.” He paused, hesitant to say it. “Would you mind coming back to my house with me? I need you to do me a favor.”
“A favor? What do you need?”
Rem bounced his foot, already nervous. “You’ll see.”
“Is it bad?”
“I don’t know yet.”
She scrunched her face. “You realize you’re not making any sense?”
“Are you surprised?”
“Not really. No.”
The server returned with the receipt. Rem added a tip and signed it. “You’ll see when we get there. I can drive you back to your car afterward.”
“What in the world is so secretive?”
Rem put his wallet back in his pocket. “You trust me, remember?”
Her face softened. “I do. With my life.”
His heart raced and he wanted to kiss her but stood instead. “Then let’s go.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
REM OPENED THE DOOR to his house. Mikey entered and he turned off the alarm, closed and locked the door. To be safe, he reset it. He walked into the kitchen and tossed his keys on the counter. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward his breakfast table. 
“Okay.” Mikey sat and watched him.
Preparing for what came next, he grabbed two shot glasses from a cabinet, pulled a lime from his fridge and cut it into wedges.
“Are you making something?” asked Mikey.
“Something to bolster us.” He pulled out a tequila bottle and poured tequila in each glass, then brought them and the lime wedges to the table.
“We’re having tequila shots?”
Rem grabbed the saltshaker and set it beside the tequila glasses. “We are. I figure we already had a margarita, so we might as well keep it in the family.”
“Are you trying to get me drunk?” She raised a brow at him.
He smiled. “Tempting but no.” He eyed the pile of mail stacked in the corner on the front table. Most of it was junk he needed to throw away, but he pulled a letter off the top, brought it over and handed it to her. “I want you to open it.”
Mikey took the letter, read who it was from, and her eyes widened. “This is from the lab.”
Rem sat next to her. “I got it three days ago, but I haven’t been able to look. I keep telling myself to be brave but keep putting it off. So, I need you to do it. But we’ll have a tequila shot first, because no matter what the results are, I’m going to need one.” Nervous, he clenched his hands together.
“You’re sure you want me to read it?”
“Yes. Please. I’ll handle it better if I hear it from you.” He picked up the salt and offered it to her. “After you.”
“You want to drink it now or after?”
“Now. After is too late.”
She took the salt from him. “All right.” She dusted the back of her hand, licked the salt, and handed the shaker to Rem, who did the same.
They picked up their glass. “Bottoms up,” said Rem. He shot it back and grabbed his lime wedge and sucked on it.
Mikey drank hers, gasped but grabbed her lime wedge and bit into it. Her eyes watered, she groaned and put the wedge down. “Woo. That’s strong.”
Feeling the burn down his throat, Rem put his glass on the table. The alcohol perked him up and he sat straight. “Okay. I’m ready.” Despite the tequila or because of it, his heart pounded. He was about to find out if he was Chloe’s father.
Mikey took a second, then picked up the letter. “Here goes.”
Rem tensed as she ripped it open. He told himself to stay cool as she began to read. Her eyes tracked along the page and then rounded. “Oh, my God.”
Rem could barely stay in his seat. “God, it’s positive, isn’t it? I was her father.”
Mikey appeared to reread it and finally looked at him. “It’s negative.” She held out the letter. “You weren’t her dad.”
Chills ran through him, and he dropped his jaw. “You’re kidding?” His fingers trembling, he took the letter from her. He scanned past the text and immediately found the test results. He saw his name and then Chloe’s and the word negative in bold letters. Quickly reading through the rest, he confirmed Mikey was correct. Chloe hadn’t been his daughter. “I don’t believe it.” He put the letter down and held his head in his hands. “I was so sure.”
“Are you happy or sad?”
His emotions jumbled, Rem didn’t know. Some part of him felt disappointed that she hadn’t been his, but another part felt huge relief. The guilt he’d experienced over not protecting her had weighed on him for weeks. “I’m not sure how I feel.”
“Well, maybe you can let yourself off the hook for her death. You didn’t lose a daughter.”
“No, but she was still innocent.”
“Allison wasn’t. If you’re going to blame anyone, blame her. She was using you.”
Rem let go of a deep sigh. “She may not have known either.”
“She could have made the effort to find out, instead of dragging you through hell and back. She knew what she was doing to you and I’m not going to let her off the hook for that.” She leaned closer. “I hate to say this, but Chloe was a means to an end for her. All Allison cared about was manipulating you and anyone else and she used Chloe to do it.” She pointed at the letter. “Maybe now you can come up for air and breathe a little easier.”
Now that he knew the truth, the heaviness he’d carried for months began to lift. He hoped this meant that the cloud that had been following him around was finally beginning to dissipate. The alcohol had helped him to relax, too. “I’m just shocked. I was certain she was mine.”
“Because Allison did a good job of selling it. She also knew the emotional state you were in. But she’s gone now, and she’ll never bother you again. It’s a tragedy what happened to Chloe but there’s nothing anyone can do about that, no matter how much you wish you could.”
Pensive, he scratched at a nick in his tabletop. “Yeah. I know. I just wish I could have prevented it.”
“You want another shot of tequila?”
He chuckled softly. “No. I’m doing okay. If she’d been mine though, it might be a different story.”
“If she had been yours, she’d have been a lucky girl.”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe, schmaybe. If she’d lived, you’d have been a great dad. Don’t try to convince me otherwise.”
Rem thought about life and the crazy turns it took. “If she and Allison had lived, Allison would be close to term now.” He paused. “And you and I probably wouldn’t be on this date.”
“You’d be prepping for Allison’s trial, and you wouldn’t have left the force.”
“And maybe Daniels wouldn’t be in the hospital.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. But then you would have had to endure the trial and all the hardship that would have come with it, along with the lingering question of Chloe’s paternity. God knows what that would have been like.”
Rem groaned and eyed the ceiling. “I don’t even want to think about it.”
He felt her hand on his wrist. “Then don’t. It’s over, Rem. All of it.”
Rem lowered his head. “Not really. They still haven’t figured out who poisoned Allison. And let’s not forget about your sister.”
“I thought Oswald was responsible for Allison’s death.”
“He may have spearheaded it, but Lozano told me they’ve made no connection between Oswald and anyone at the jail where Allison was being held. So he had help. And from what Oswald said and you confirmed, Margaret wouldn’t kill a pregnant woman. So somebody else is involved. The question is who? That’s what I plan to look into when I go back to work. I may not have been Chloe’s father but the least I can do is find out who killed her and her mother.”
She patted his wrist. “You’re a good guy. You know that? Despite what Daniels says.”
He smiled.
“You feeling better?”
“A little. Now that I’ve made some decisions and know the truth about Chloe, I’m itching to return to work. That’ll help.”
“You’ve got a lot to do when you go back.”
“That’s a good thing. I need to keep busy. I work better that way.”
“Manetti better get ready.”
“He has no idea what’s about to hit him.”
She let go of his wrist. “Go easy on him. He may not be ready for the full Remalla steam roller that’s headed his way.”
“He’ll either get out of its path or get flattened.”
She pushed her tequila glass to the side. “Just be careful, okay? You’re still coming off a difficult time with everything that’s happened. And I know you’ve been worried about me, but it goes both ways. I worry about you, too. Margaret’s contacted you once, and she might try it again.”
“I’ll have my gun and my badge back. It may not be so easy the next time.”
“I bet Daniels thought the same thing.”
He deflated.
“Just watch your back. Now that we’re moving forward, I don’t want to lose you again.”
He moved his hand to cover hers. “You were never going to lose me.”
She scoffed. “Excuse me? You told me you were moving away. I almost shot you myself when I got that little tidbit of news.”
Rem hated hearing that. “Not one of my better ideas. I’m sorry about that, but I honestly thought I was doing the right thing.”
“By leaving everyone who loves you behind?”
He caught the love you part and took a second before responding. “Does that include you?”
She stilled and blushed. “You know what I mean.”
Amused by her discomfort, he pressed some more. “Not really. Can you elaborate?”
She made a face at him and stood. “I’m going to get some water. You want some?”
Rem watched her move through the kitchen, her posture straight and avoiding eye contact with him. “Sure.” He stood and joined her in the kitchen. Leaning back against the counter, he moved aside as she got some glasses and filled them with ice from his freezer.
“We should probably head back soon,” she said. “I don’t want Mason to worry.”
He didn’t answer but couldn’t stop himself from staring at her. “Thank you for reading the letter.”
“Of course. I was happy to do it. I’m glad it was good news.” She took the glasses and filled them with water from the water dispenser in Rem’s kitchen.
“I had fun tonight.”
She glanced back at him. “Me, too.”
Rem sensed her nervousness was only increasing and he sensed why. She filled the glasses and brought him one. “Drink up.”
He held it while she downed hers. Her top slid further down her exposed shoulder, and he suddenly wanted to slide his fingers down her soft skin. He took a sip of his water and set it aside. Crossing his arms, he did his best to appear relaxed. “You know, it wasn’t that long ago that we sat in there,” he tipped his head toward his living room, “and I told you I wanted to kiss you, but the timing wasn’t right.”
She lowered her glass and didn’t say a word.
“And you said I would know when it was.” He pushed off the counter and took a step toward her.
Her cheeks deepened in color, and she didn’t move.
Taking another step, he took her water glass from her and placed it beside the sink. “Something tells me that time might be now.” Holding her gaze, his heart rate quickened, and he stepped closer.
Mikey swallowed but didn’t stop looking at him. “Really?” she said, her voice quiet.
“Really.” He raised his hand and slid a fingertip across her jaw and tipped her face up. “You up for it, Mikey Redstone?” Wondering what her lips tasted like, his pulse raced.
He heard her take a shuddered breath. “Michaela.”
Curious, Rem held her gaze.
“My name’s Michaela. I hated the name when I was young, so I made everyone call me Mikey.”
He stroked her jaw with his thumb. “You never told me that.” He couldn’t stop staring at her. “I like it.” His heart thumped harder. “Michaela,” he whispered.
She took another shaky breath. “Mikey kinda sounds like Mason’s little sister. And right now, I think I prefer Michaela.” Her gaze traveled over his face and stopped at his lips. “Especially if you’re going to kiss me.”
He moved within an inch of her and could feel her breath against his cheek. “Well, Rem makes me sound like Daniels’ partner. Maybe you should call me Aaron.”
She made a sound from the back of her throat, as if it was hard to breathe. “Aaron. That sounds nice.”
Standing so close to her, he told himself to take it slow, but he was itching to touch her. “Michaela,” he whispered again.
Leaning up toward him, she whispered back. “Aaron.”
He lowered his mouth and gently brushed his lips over hers. Heat sizzled through him, and she raised up and met his mouth with her own. His lips covered hers and she tasted like tequila. He told himself to take his time but hungry for her, he deepened the kiss and she responded with fervor. The sensation electrified him, and he felt like he’d been plugged into a light socket. He did his best to go slow, but the touch of her tongue against his made him moan and she moaned in return. The sound drove him, and he slid his hand behind her neck and pulled her closer. He felt her hand slide up his arm and into his hair as she pressed against him. The effect was instantaneous. He wrapped his other hand around her waist and pulled her tightly against him. Mikey gripped him harder, and her other hand slid to his back where he felt her clutch his shirt.
Breathing fast, she widened her mouth over his and Rem could barely contain himself. He pushed her against the counter and the kiss intensified. Their tongues explored, their breathing raced and his mind warred with him. The intensity of his desire for her shocked him and he trailed his hand down and gripped her buttock and squeezed. Her head fell back, and he dragged his mouth down her cheek and neck and kissed her above her collarbone.
She stiffened slightly and he stopped. “You okay?”
Breathless, she nodded. “I’m okay. Just ignore me. Keep going.”
Thinking there was more to it, but happy she wanted to continue, he returned to her neck, lavishing her with kisses.
Her breath tickled his ear, and she nibbled it, sending shockwaves through him. “I want you,” she whispered.
Something jolted through Rem, and he pulled back.
“What is it?” she asked, her eyes wide and hazy. “What’s wrong?”
Still holding her, he trembled. “Sorry,” he said. “I just…uh…” Unable to stop it, his memories flared of the night of Allison’s assault. “It’s fine.”
Her face fell. “Oh, God. Allison said that to you, didn’t she?”
“It just triggered something.” He tried to shake it off.
She cupped his cheek and ran her thumb over his skin. “I’ll be honest, when you kissed my neck, I thought of Victor.” She shuddered. “I haven’t been with anyone since.”
“Me either,” added Rem. “Not since Allison.” His heart rate slowed, but he still wanted her desperately. “You want to stop?” He hated the thought, but he’d do anything for her. “Just tell me what you need.” 
She stroked his cheek, her eyes never wavering from his. “Give me a second.” She pulled away and Rem almost groaned at the lost contact, but he understood. “It’s fine. I can take you home. We should take this slow, anyway.”
Mikey went to her purse and pulled out her phone. She quickly typed something, and smiling, set it on the counter. She walked back to him.
“What was that?” asked Rem.
She wrapped her arms around him. “I texted Mason. Told him not to wait up. I said I was with you, and I was safe.”
Rem’s heart skipped and he took her face in his hands. “You will always be safe with me.” Thrilled she didn’t want to leave, he kissed her, and she kissed him back before pulling away and offering him a sly look. “You can protect me outside of here, but when it’s just us, I don’t want you to play it safe.” She leaned close and trailed her tongue and lips down his neck to the exposed skin above the top button of his shirt. “You hear me, detective?”
Her hot breath sizzling his skin, the electricity returned and jolted through Rem’s limbs. Unable to hold back, his body took over. He lifted her head with his hands and kissed her hard. She returned it with equal intensity and wrapped herself around him. All thoughts of going slow went right out the window. He pressed her back against the counter and ravaged her mouth, running his hands down her body while she arched against him.
Groaning, he returned his lips to her neck where he licked and nipped at her skin and she grasped and clutched at him, trying to pull him closer.
Wanting more, Rem pulled back and yanked up her shirt. She raised her arms and let him pull it off. Her soft skin exposed, he trailed kisses down her neck to her shoulder. She wore a strapless bra and she gasped when his lips found the tops of her breasts. Pulling at his shirt, and ignoring the buttons, she slid her hands to the hem and yanked it up. Rem helped by grabbing and pulling it off. His chest exposed, Mikey kissed the hollow of his shoulder and ran her hands down his torso.
Hungry for her, he held her close and yanked her away from the counter. His back hit the refrigerator, and something fell and hit the floor with a clatter, but he didn’t care. His body had a life of its own and unable to stop kissing her, he stepped away, turned her, and guided her out of the kitchen, hoping to find his way to the bedroom.
Her lips traveled up to his neck and back to his mouth and they continued to kiss and grasp at each other. Not sure where he was going, they bumped into a wall. Something else crashed, but he kept moving. They kicked off their shoes and trying to get his bearings, he finally made it to his bedroom door. Pulling at each other’s remaining clothes, they stepped into the room. Mikey fumbled with his belt while he tried to unbutton her pants. Their hands shaking and failing at the task, they gave up and reached for their own clothes, undoing belts, zippers. clasps and buttons.
Their clothes hastily removed, they clung to each other, relishing the discovery of the other’s body, wanting to explore and taste and touch.
It didn’t last long before Mikey pulled away from his grasp, yanked the covers back and scrambled onto his bed. He joined her and their limbs entangled, and bodies pressed together, they couldn’t get enough of each other. Sweat slickened their skin and the heat between them became an inferno. The sounds she was making drove him wild and he wanted all of her. Their hands and mouths never stopped exploring and for one breathless moment, he locked eyes with her. The moment was inexplicable. He’d never felt anything like it before. Everything vanished but her, and all the pain, suffering, doubt, and grief faded until there was nothing but Mikey. When his body joined hers, he let go of everything, wanting only to pleasure her to the point of collapse. Driving faster, he clutched at her, her nails digging into his back, and he savored her touch and need. When she cried out just before him, all the fear, worry and uncertainty was burned from his body as if it never existed. The feeling was indescribable.
Spent, he rolled to his back, breathing fast and wiped the sweat from his brow.
He heard her breathing beside him and wondered if she was feeling as incredible as he was. Turning his head, he held his chest, hoping his heart wouldn’t give out. She looked back at him, her hair mussed, and her lips swollen from his kisses, and he smiled at her.
Not saying a word, she grinned back. It was all Rem needed. Exhilarated and deeply thankful, he turned toward her as she reached for his hand, moved to her side, and pulled him close as she snuggled into him. His arm over her waist, he sighed with deep contentment and wrapped himself around her.
She interlaced her fingers with his and he kissed her shoulder. Comfortable with her against him, he listened to the silence, laid his head back, closed his eyes, and wished he could stay there forever.

Mikey blinked her eyes and opened them. The dark room didn’t look like hers and for a moment, she forgot where she was, but then it all came rushing back. Rem’s kisses, his touch, his body pressed into hers, his moans, and her cries of pleasure. Her body heated at the memories.
After their first bout of lovemaking, they’d rested but started again soon after, touching and kissing again with the same passion and vigor as the first time. The fire had not dissipated and even burned brighter. Afterward, they’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms, having said almost nothing to each other. Their bodies and desire had expressed everything.
Hearing Rem breathe deeply beside her, she debated waking him again, but thought better of it. Knowing he wasn’t a great sleeper, and he needed the rest, she didn’t disturb him. Feeling the urge to use the facilities and wanting to brush her teeth, she carefully slid Rem’s arm back behind her and inched slowly off the bed. He didn’t move, confirming that it was better to let him sleep.
She made it into the bathroom, and looking for a toothbrush, she remembered Rem had given her one when she and Mason had spent a few nights at Rem’s after Oswald Fry’s attack. Assuming it was still in the upstairs bathroom, she tiptoed out of the bedroom, almost tripping on their discarded clothes.
Smiling again at the memories, she left the room, went upstairs, found the toothbrush, and returned downstairs. On the way back, she found her phone and saw that Mason had texted her back with a smiley face and a thumbs up emoji.
Carrying her phone and toothbrush, she tiptoed back into Rem’s room, set her phone on the nightstand, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.
After finding a washcloth and by the light of the nightlight, she washed up, removing her makeup, and cleaning her face, She brushed her teeth and used the bathroom. Feeling better, she quietly opened the door, returned to the bed, and slid back into it. Rem never stirred.
Moving to her side, she watched him sleep, her mind flashing back on their night together. She recalled him moving closer to kiss her and how nervous she’d been. It had taken all her courage to stay still and let him encroach. For some reason, it scared her, but thinking back on it now, she blamed Victor for that. Her intimate experiences with him, while pleasurable, had always contained an element of risk and danger, and even pain. She’d never felt safe with him.
The moment Rem’s lips had touched hers, though, all of that had vanished and she’d wondered what she’d been scared of. Rem and Victor were two different men. Every movement Rem made was designed for her satisfaction. He held nothing back. Together, they were exactly as Trick had predicted. A fire, ignited by the slightest spark, burning out of control. She shivered at the memory of Rem licking, tasting, stroking, and driving her mad with passion. Her moans and gasps taught him exactly what she liked, and she did her best to give back, but she’d barely been able to think straight. She’d moved on pure instinct alone and based on his reaction, she’d hit the mark.
Her body tingling, she remembered the rapid escalation of their pent-up desire and the shocking crescendo they’d reached together and how afterward, exhausted and sweaty, they’d fallen into each other’s arms. Mikey had never known it could be that good. Just looking into his eyes made her want him over and over again. Recalling the way he’d looked at her, she sighed into her pillow.
Rem moved slightly and a lock of hair fell over his face. Unable to stop herself, she brushed it back behind his ear. He stirred, his breathing changed, and his eyes opened. Seeing her, he shifted his head on his pillow and smiled.
She smiled back. “You get some sleep?”
“Some. You?”
“Some. I got up to use the restroom and brush my teeth. I found the toothbrush upstairs from when I was here before.”
His fingers found hers and he traced his thumb over her palm. “You did, huh?”
“Now I won’t taste like enchiladas and tequila.”
“I wasn’t complaining.” He pushed up to an elbow, and Mikey couldn’t help but admire him in the ambient light from the bathroom. The sheet barely covered him, and she eyed the curve of his shoulder and hip. She wanted to reach out and touch him, certain there was more to discover.
His gaze sharpened, his body tensed, and he looked away.
“What is it?” Concerned, she pushed up, too. “Is something wrong?”
He relaxed. “I slept without the light.” He met her gaze. “I haven’t done that since…Victor took me.”
“Do you want to turn it on?”
He paused, his gaze leaving hers, looking around and then returning. “No,” he said. “I feel fine.” He leaned in toward her. “I think it has something to do with you.”
Mikey reached up and touched his face. “You’re safe with me.”
His nose brushed against hers, and he kissed her softly. Wanting to keep going, she slid her hand behind his neck, but he pulled back and grinned at her. “Hold that thought.”
He jumped out of the bed and entered the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Rolling to her back, she smiled, hearing him move around. The sink ran, the toilet flushed, and the sink ran again. The door opened, and he jumped back into bed with her. Not bothering with the sheet, they lay naked next to each other, and Mikey felt zero discomfort, probably because without uttering a word, he made her feel beautiful.
“Now that I don’t taste like tacos anymore,” he rolled to his side to face her, “where were we?”
Caught up in the moment, Mikey rolled, too, and studied his features. She couldn’t believe the two of them were together. After all they’d been through and the hardships they’d faced, their friendship had endured. She guessed that’s why it was so easy to be with him. They’d shared their secrets and vulnerabilities with each other before they’d ever gotten into bed. He was her best friend, and other than Daniels, she was his. And now that they’d moved to the next level, she couldn’t imagine how much better it could get, but it was a damn good start. Knowing how she felt, she took a deep breath and decided to take another risk. They’d made it this far, so why not keep going? “Can I tell you something?”
His face softened and he found her hand again. “Anything.”
Summoning her courage, she bit her lip. “If I don’t say this now, I may chicken out.” She steadied herself. “I am in love with you. I have been ever since you burst into Mason’s office with that horrible statue begging for his help.”
His face didn’t change, and he ran his hand up her arm, making her skin warm.
“You don’t have to say anything in return,” she said, “but I wanted you to know.”
He ran his hand back down to hers and interlaced her fingers with his but didn’t respond.
“Does that scare you?” she asked. “It’s okay if it does, but I don’t want there to be secrets between us.” She prayed she’d made the right decision and that she hadn’t said too much too soon.
He sighed, watched her, and finally answered. “When I met Jennie, my world shifted. She was the best thing that had ever happened to me. We met and fell in love, and I know if she’d lived, we would have lived a happy life together. Her love changed me. It made me a better man, and her loss almost killed me. I didn’t think I’d ever find that again. It was devastating.”
She gripped his fingers, hating to compare herself to Jennie, realizing she could never measure up.
“But then I met you, Michaela Redstone.” He ran his thumb over her palm. “You changed me the moment we met. I discovered your strength, courage and compassion, and your ability to kick me in the ass when I needed it. You cracked my heart open before I even realized that was possible. I told you things I could never tell anyone else, except maybe Daniels. You never judged me or thought differently of me, no matter how much I screwed up.”
“I may have had a judgmental thought or two. I’m not perfect.”
His fingers moved over hers. “You’re pretty close. And you may have been mad at me, but you never stopped being my friend. I never thought I could love again or if I even wanted it, but you changed that. Jennie and I had something special, and I don’t doubt for a second that she brought us together because I needed you. She knew what she was doing, too, because you’re everything I could ever hope for.” He raised his hand and stroked her face. “So don’t doubt for one second that I don’t love you, too. Ever since you brought me that glass of water after Daniels halfway dragged my ragged ass back here after Allison almost killed me.”
Mikey felt the tears well up in her eyes. “I could never replace Jennie, and I don’t want to.”
“That’s just it. I don’t want you to be Jennie. I want you to be you.” He stroked her face, leaned in, and kissed her.
A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek, but Mikey didn’t care. She scooted close, wrapped her leg over his and kissed him back. His mouth moved hungrily over hers and she whimpered with desire. His hand trailed down her back to her hip and then he pushed against her, rolling her onto her back, and straddled her. Supporting himself above her, he ravaged her mouth while doing crazy things with his hand, making her gasp and arch against him.
Breathing hard, she reached for him, but he resisted, and taking it slow, he found her neck with his mouth and slowly followed the path of his hand, dragging his tongue and lips down and over her breasts and torso, and below.
Squirming beneath him, Mikey grasped at him, but each time he told her no, and to enjoy his total seduction of her. Giving in and completely undone, Mikey sucked in a shuddered breath, gripped the sheets, and letting go, gave herself over to him.



Chapter Twenty-Four
THE ELEVATOR DOOR OPENED, and Rem almost skipped off. Already missing Mikey after he’d dropped her off at her car in the hospital parking lot, he turned down the hall and headed toward Daniels’ room. 
The morning with Mikey had been magical. They’d slept late and awakened in each other’s arms with the same need as before and after satisfying each other fully and collapsing into sweaty sheets, they’d jumped into a quick, but pleasurable shower together. Afterward, Rem threw his sheets and towels into the laundry, made a big breakfast and a full pot of coffee and ravenous, they’d eaten like they’d never had dinner.
Cleaning up, they’d started kissing again and probably would have ended up back in bed if Mikey hadn’t been the stronger of the two and reminded him that she was three hours late for work and still needed to go home and change clothes. Reluctantly, he’d given in, and they’d dressed and headed to the hospital.
They’d agreed that Rem would visit Daniels and after Rem left, he’d pick Mikey up at Mason’s and they’d either have dinner or they’d go back to his place, order pizza and feast on each other. Rem already knew what his vote would be.
Smiling as he recalled his unforgettable night and not paying attention, he stopped short when he almost bumped into Elana Daniels as she left Daniels’ room.
“Hello, Aaron,” she said.
“Hi, Elana. How is he this morning?” He hadn’t heard from Marjorie, and he wondered if Daniels had shown any additional signs of waking up. Since his dinner with Mikey, he hadn’t thought about much else and now he felt guilty. “Any progress?”
She let the door close behind her and, eyeing the officer standing at the door, she stepped away. “Not much I’m afraid. Poor Marjorie is worried.”
The magical world he’d escaped to faded as the real world intruded. “About what?”
Elana adjusted the purse strap on her shoulder. “She got her hopes up after Gordon showed signs of improvement. She was positive he’d wake up today, but he hasn’t. Now she’s concerned he’s getting worse although the doctor told her there’s no indication of that.”
Rem understood Marjorie’s impatience and need to talk to her husband. “Did the doctor give an updated timetable for when Daniels might gain consciousness?”
“Not really. He said these things vary. We couldn’t pin him down on anything. He didn’t seem worried, although he would like to take Gordon back into surgery soon.”
“If he wants to do that, then Daniels must be getting stronger, otherwise he wouldn’t do the surgery.”
“I agree. I told that to Marjorie, but she’s still upset.”
“I’ll talk to her.”
She patted his arm. “Good. I think that will help. If I know anything about Gordon, it’s that nobody can force him to do anything if he’s not ready yet.”
“That’s the truth.”
She checked her watch. “I’ve got to get to my massage appointment, but I’ll be back tomorrow. Have a good visit.” She studied him. “Did you have a little massage yourself? Your face is all flushed.”
Rem cleared his throat. “Something like that.”
“Well, you look good. Keep it up, whatever it is.”
“I intend to.”
She smiled, said her goodbyes and holding her purse, headed down the hall.
Rem walked to the door and stepped inside Daniels’ room. Looking peaceful, Daniels lay in the bed. There was a fresh bandage on his head and his eyes were closed. Marjorie sat in a chair beside him, holding his hand.
“Hey,” he said, walking over to her. “How’s it going?”
She glanced at him, and he could see her red eyes. “Fine, I guess.”
He pulled up another chair and sat beside her. “Elana says you’re worried.”
Marjorie sniffed. “I’m okay.” She kept her eyes on Daniels.
Rem could tell she wasn’t. “I know it’s frustrating, but he’ll come around soon.”
Her cheeks turned red, and he sensed she was trying not to cry. “I was just so hopeful it would be today.”
“I get it. But the doctor said he was doing fine.”
She leaned back. “It’s not just that. I had a horrible dream and I’d hoped this morning, Gordon would ease my mind, but he hasn’t.”
“What horrible dream?”
She dabbed at a watery eye. “I dreamed that he opened his eyes and didn’t recognize me. And now I’m wondering if that’s why he went back to sleep after he opened his eyes. I…can’t help but think it’s true. Is there brain damage? Does he not know who I am?”
The magical world evaporated, and the real world took full control. Hating to think Marjorie could be right, Rem realized the immediate issue was to soothe her nerves. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Slow down a bit. Don’t let a dream freak you out.”
She looked over at him. “I keep telling myself that and I’d hoped he’d open his eyes and I’d see some recognition, but that hasn’t happened. And the more I think about it, the more worried I get.”
He considered what to say. “First of all, don’t think the worst. It’s completely normal to be concerned but don’t let it consume you. Deal with the facts, not the possibilities. Right now, the facts are he’s showing signs of coming around and until you know for sure whether he has brain trauma or not, don’t entertain it. Just focus on the fact that he’s getting stronger.”
She sniffed again. “You’re right. I’m scaring myself.”
“It’s understandable. This has been a long ordeal and we can’t wait for it to be over. But hopefully we’re through the worst, so just hang in there a little longer.”
Marjorie released a heavy breath. “Okay.”
“And don’t count Daniels out yet. When he sees you, he’s going to know exactly who you are.”
“God. I hope you’re right.”
Rem hoped he was too, but right now, Marjorie needed to believe in something. “You’ll see. By this time next week, we may have trouble keeping him in bed.”
She chuckled. “I’d welcome that problem.”
“So would I.”
She straightened. “Thank you. I needed a little pep talk.” 
“Anytime. You and Daniels have given me a few in the past. I’m happy to return the favor.”
She reached over and patted his hand. “Listen to me going on. Let’s talk about you. How was your date with Mikey? Did it go well?”
“It went great.” Thinking about the night’s activities, he grinned.
“I can tell.” She leaned closer. “Do I get any details or are you going to save that for Gordon?”
Rem imagined her face if he gave her details. “I plead the fifth.”
Her mouth fell open. “That good, huh?”
“That good.”
She beamed another smile at him. “That’s fantastic. I’m happy for both of you. Gordon will be thrilled when he hears.” She glanced at her husband. “When he’s up and around, we’re going to celebrate.”
“You’re on. We’re all going to need it.”
Marjorie looked back and put her hand on his arm. “Seriously. I’m so glad for you. It’s good to see you happy again.”
Rem nodded. “Well, I still have a few things to work through and some dark places to expose, but this is a good start.”
“That’s all you need. A place to start.” She paused. “Everything will fall into place. You’ll see.”
“Remember that when it comes to Daniels. It goes both ways.”
“I suppose it does.” Her gaze traveled to the clock on the wall. “Good grief. I need to go. I have to pick up J.P. at daycare.” She stood and so did Rem. “Keep an eye on my husband for me.”
“You bet. He shows any signs of rousing, you’re my first phone call.”
“I’ll keep my fingers and toes crossed.” She leaned over Daniels’ bedside and kissed his cheek. “I’ve got to go, Babe, but Rem’s here. He’ll keep you company.” She stroked his forehead. “You rest and I’ll be back first thing in the morning.” She kissed him again. “I love you.”
Rem recalled him and Mikey exchanging those same words and his stomach fluttered. He already wanted to call her just to hear her voice. “He’s in good hands. We’ll hang out and watch a few corny movies. He loves those.”
Marjorie found her purse and picked it up. “Thanks, Rem.”
“You’re welcome. Talk to you soon. Kiss J.P. for me.”
“I will.”
She left, and Rem sat again. The room was quiet, and Rem watched his friend sleep. “As usual, your social skills need some work.” He found the remote. “Maybe we’ll find something fun on TV today.” He flipped the television on, a news program started, and he surfed through the channels. “Slim pickings from what I can see.” He kept surfing until he stopped on a program about a group of researchers searching for Bigfoot. The guide on the TV told him the channel was running a marathon of the episodes for the rest of the day.
A memory surfaced of him visiting Daniels at his house not long ago. Daniels had been drunk and this program had been on. Daniels had varied between yelling at the researchers that they were stupid and were never going to find Bigfoot or insisting it was a documentary about chimpanzees. Rem hadn’t bothered to argue with either opinion.
“Look at that,” he said. “Your favorite show.” He left it on but lowered the sound. “Feel free to yell at the screen anytime you want.”
Daniels remained quiet.
While the nurse came and went during her usual rounds, Rem spent the next few hours wanting to call Mikey but knew she was working, so he’d compromised and texted her instead. They’d chatted back and forth a good part of the time until she had to help Mason with something and said she’d see him soon, adding lots of hearts after her message.
Rem texted back with some suggestive emojis of his own, saying he couldn’t wait. She’d texted in response with a gif of a woman swooning and falling to the ground.
Smiling and eyeing Daniels, he felt guilty that he was texting his girlfriend while his friend was still recuperating. But then he chastised himself, knowing Daniels wouldn’t care. Setting his phone down, he thought of his last few days. “There’s lots to tell you when you wake up.” Figuring he had no reason to wait, he started talking. “Mikey and I…well…we’ve taken a big step. We went on a date and let’s just say, she stayed for breakfast.” His heart warmed at the memory. “Being with her was better than I’d ever imagined.”
Bouncing his foot, he sat up. “But I can’t help but worry. I’d be stupid not to. Margaret’s out there and if she learns about me and Mikey, there’s no telling what her reaction will be. We have to be careful.” His fears growing, he stood and slowly paced. “What am I supposed to do, though? I can’t stop seeing Mikey. I love her. Now that we’ve crossed that line, I can’t go back.” He kept walking. “But how do I keep her safe? I can’t lock her away. Neither one of us can live like that.” He shook his head. “I realize Margaret’s already come after Mikey once, and we weren’t together then, so she’s always been in danger, but now it feels a million times scarier.” Talking to himself, he put his hands on his hips. “And it’s impossible not to make comparisons to what happened to Jennie. How could I not?” He paused. “I have to stop Margaret. That’s the only way this works. I can’t live with the threat of her hanging over my head. Neither can Mikey. The pressure would ultimately break us apart. I can’t let that happen.” He groaned. “But how do I catch her? How do I get her out into the open? There’s got to be a way.”
The thought of losing Mikey shook him to his core. “If I don’t figure it out and Margaret wins, then just put me in a loony bin. I won’t survive it.” He kept pacing, his mind racing and all his happiness from the previous night giving way to doubt and worry. “Maybe I should take my own advice and just deal with the facts, but they aren’t great. The biggest one is Margaret’s winning this war and I don’t know what to do about it. I mean, look what happened to you.” He glanced at Daniels and stopped cold. His skin prickled, and his breath caught in his throat. Daniels’ eyes were open, and he was staring at Rem.
Rem dropped his jaw. “What…uh…Daniels?” he whispered, taking tentative steps towards the bed. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing when Daniels blinked at him.
Not saying a word, he waited to see what Daniels would do, and just kept staring. Rem couldn’t help but wonder if Marjorie’s concerns were valid. Did his partner recognize him? “Hey, it’s me.” Rem stepped up to the side of the bed, his stomach clenching, and his heart pounding against his ribs. He reached out and touched Daniels’ hand. Daniels didn’t move but held Rem’s look.
“Can you hear me?” Rem debated hitting the call button to get the nurse, but he hesitated, not wanting to lose this time in case his partner closed his eyes again and drifted off. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.” His emotions reared up at the sight of his friend watching him. “Rest if you want. There’s no hurry.”
Another shot of fear sliced through him when he considered that Daniels might not be able to communicate. His speech could have been affected. “Or just do what you’re doing.” He had no idea whether to encourage Daniels or not.
He started to reach for the call button when Daniels opened his mouth and Rem froze with anticipation.
“Rem,” he whispered, his voice weak and cracking. He eyed the TV. “Why are we watching that stupid show?”
Rem’s legs wobbled, tears sprang to his eyes, and he burst into tears.

The activity picked up after that. Trying to keep it together, Rem had hit the call button, telling Daniels that everything was okay, and someone would be there soon. His mind a jumble, he didn’t know what else to say. The nurse entered the room soon after and handled Daniels’ recovery way better than Rem. While Daniels opened and closed his eyes, she’d said hello to him and started checking whatever needed to be checked.
Now, standing back from the bed, Rem grabbed his phone and dialed Marjorie, praying Daniels wouldn’t fall back to sleep before Rem could reach her. She answered on the second ring, and he quickly told her the news. She made a choked sound and Rem guessed she was doing her best not to burst into tears the way he had. Moving back to the side of the bed, he put the phone on speaker and held it close to Daniels. “Somebody wants to talk to you. It’s Marjorie,” he said. “She’s at home with J.P. but she wants to say hi.”
Daniels blinked weary eyes and Marjorie spoke through the phone. “Honey? Sweetheart? Can you hear me?” She took a shaky breath. “Are you there?”
Daniels eyed the phone with weary eyes. “Hey, Babe,” he whispered.
Marjorie dissolved into sobs. “I love you so much.”
Rem’s tears surfaced again.
“Love you, too,” said Daniels, his own eyes shiny and his voice softening. He closed his eyes.
Rem pulled the phone back and took it off speaker. “I think he’s out again.”
He let her sob it out and after she finished, she told him she wanted to come up and see Gordon, but Rem reminded her that visiting hours were almost over, Daniels was drifting off again and it would be smarter to wait until the morning when he would be even stronger. Reluctantly, she’d agreed and told him to tell Gordon she would see him first thing tomorrow. He said he would, she calmed and thanked him, and they said goodbye.
The nurse finished her exam, told Rem that Daniels was doing well, and she’d notify the doctor. She’d also bring ice chips to the room in case Daniels was thirsty but that he would likely sleep the rest of the night.
Relieved and grateful, Rem thanked her, and she left. Standing like a statue, Rem shook himself out of his frozen state, still in shock that his partner was conscious. He stepped closer, wondering if Daniels was still awake. He carefully sat on the edge of the bed, not wanting to disturb him, but needing to be close.
Daniels was still for a second, but then his eyes fluttered open again. Rem held his breath, but now more composed, he took his friend’s wrist. “Hey.”
Daniels cleared his throat. “Hey.”
“It’s good to see you.”
The nurse returned and set a cup of ice chips with a plastic spoon in it beside the bed. “Let me know if you need more.” She turned and left.
Rem reached for the cup. “You thirsty?”
Daniels spoke in a whisper. “Yes.”
Rem picked up the spoon and scooped out an ice cube. “I’d offer you a beer, but this will have to do.” He offered it to Daniels who opened his mouth and Rem dropped it in. Daniels sucked on it and sighed. “Good,” he whispered.
“Want some more?”
“Yes.”
Rem fed him ice chips until Daniels’ eyes began to close again. Rem set the cup aside. “We’ll save the rest for later. Marjorie will be happy to feed you tomorrow.”
Daniels opened his eyes again. “Where?” he asked. “Why?”
Understanding, Rem explained how Daniels had been attacked and left for dead behind the apartment building where he’d gone to meet a source. Manetti had found him, and Daniels had been rushed to the hospital and into surgery with head trauma. He had other injuries, but they were healing. After surgery, it had been touch-n-go, but he’d demonstrated the typical Daniels’ determination and fortitude and survived. He still had one surgery left to patch the hole in his head, but the doctor expected that would be the easy part of the ordeal.
Daniels managed to stay awake through the whole explanation, but Rem could tell his friend’s strength was waning. “That’s enough talking for now,” said Rem. “You need to rest. Marjorie will be here first thing in the morning, oh and by the way, your mother’s here, too.”
Daniels’ eyes widened. “Mom?”
“The one and only.” He recalled his encounter with Daniels’ father in the waiting room. “Your dad was here after your surgery, but he went home.”
Daniels made a face.
“I figured that wouldn’t surprise you.” He took Daniels’ hand. “There’s more to catch you up on, but I think you know enough for now. Visiting hours are almost up anyway. Get some sleep.”
His eyes shimmering, Daniels squeezed Rem’s hand. Rem didn’t think he could appreciate such a simple gesture so much. “Thanks,” said Daniels.
Rem heard the deep appreciation in Daniels’ voice. “No thanks required, but you’re welcome.”
Daniels’ eyelids drooped and he closed his eyes.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Daniels’ face relaxed, his breathing deepened, and Rem knew that he slept. Saying another prayer of thanks in a long line of them to the big man upstairs, Rem let go of Daniels’ hand, pulled up his covers, and feeling the same urge to skip as he’d felt when he’d arrived, left the room.



Chapter Twenty-Five
THE NEXT TWENTY-FOUR HOURS were some of the best of Rem’s life. After leaving Daniels, he’d headed straight to Mason’s to pick up Mikey. Once there, he’d told Mikey and Mason about Daniels’ turnaround. They’d been so thrilled that Rem had stayed to enjoy a celebratory glass of champagne. Eager to go, though, he and Mikey had downed it quickly and left. Getting in the car, they’d shared a passionate kiss, and he’d had to force himself to stop and not break the speed limit getting back to his house. 
Once there, though, they’d picked up where they’d left off. Barely inside the door, they’d clutched at each other with the same fervor and intensity as the previous night. Rem almost didn’t get the door closed and locked before they started fumbling at their clothes. Kissing her senseless, he guided her back to the bedroom where they resumed their passionate lovemaking as if they’d never left each other. Every kiss, touch, and stroke brought him to ecstasy, and she pleasured him as much as he pleasured her.
Afterward, they’d ordered pizza and snuggled on his couch, him in a pair of his pajama pants and her in one of his T-shirts. They watched a marathon of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, talked, and just enjoyed each other’s company.
Once the pizza arrived and they devoured it, they’d reached for each other again, making their way back into the bedroom, where they’d explored and delighted in each other’s bodies once more before falling asleep wrapped around each other.
The next morning, Mikey had roused him early, and before getting up, they’d reached for the other again, and once satisfied, they’d taken a shower and Rem made breakfast before taking Mikey to SCOPE. She’d brought a bag from home with some personal items and a change of clothes and Rem made a mental note to clean out some space for her to put her things.
Lozano had called him after breakfast and asked him to stop by to discuss his reinstatement, so after dropping Mikey off, he’d headed to the station and talked to his captain. After a productive meeting, Rem returned home to start cleaning. After neglecting the housework since Daniels’ assault, Rem started a load of laundry and cleaned the kitchen. After that, he moved into the bathroom and bedroom and cleaned both. He dumped the junk mail and after rereading the letter with the lab results, he tossed it in a drawer, shuddering at the memories of Allison and her manipulation. Distracting himself, he vacuumed and dusted, folded clothes, ate some lunch, then jumped into a quick shower to clean up before heading back to the hospital.
Tired but happy, he stepped off the elevator and headed back to Daniels’ room, eager to see him and see how he was doing. The officer at the door remained and Rem greeted him, knocked, and entered the room. Marjorie sat at the edge of the bed, smiling, and holding Daniels’ hand. Elana stood at the foot of the bed and Daniels was awake. His eyes were alert, although still weary, but the bed had been raised and he was talking.
“Rem,” said Marjorie. “Look who’s up.”
Rem walked further in. “I can see that.” He spoke to Daniels. “How are you?”
The covers were pulled up to Daniels’ chest and his arms rested on top of them. “Better,” he said, his voice stronger than the night before. “I can talk now without my eyelids feeling like anchors.”
Rem noted the splint on his wrist had been replaced with a brace.
“Dr. Banfield was here earlier,” said Marjorie. “He said he couldn’t believe how well Gordon was doing. He’s scheduled the surgery for early tomorrow. Said the sooner we can get it done, the sooner we can start talking about getting Gordon into physical therapy and home.” She beamed a big smile at Rem. “Can you believe it?”
“Of course I can. I told you he’d come around sooner rather than later.” He stood beside the bed. “I’m glad they’re putting you back together tomorrow. We’ve got to protect the brains of this organization.”
“You’ve always said that was you,” said Daniels.
“I’ll give you the title for now, at least until you’re back on your feet. Then I’ll reclaim it.”
“I figured,” added Daniels.
“They even got him out of bed this morning,” said Elana.
“You should have seen the fancy helmet I had to wear,” said Daniels.
“I’m sure it set off your eyes,” added Rem.
“Mom was jealous,” said Daniels. “I told her she could borrow it.”
Elana waved a hand. “Stop it. It would muss my hair.”
Enjoying the banter, Rem slid off his jacket and held it. “I told Mikey and Mason about your recovery,” he said. “They’re going to stop by with Trick later to see you. Plus Lozano and some guys from the station. Manetti, too.” He eyed the growing number of flowers in the room. “I think you’re going to be able to open your own florist shop pretty soon.”
“If it paid better, I might consider it,” said Daniels.
“Who says it doesn’t?” asked Rem.
“Good point,” said Daniels.
Elana smoothed the sheets at the end of the bed. “I spoke to your father and sister. I told them about your surgery tomorrow. They said to wish you well.”
Daniels pulled his covers up with his good arm. “Thanks, Mom.” He paused. “I’m glad you stayed.”
“Me, too, dear. It’s been a difficult visit, but it’s had its perks.” She glanced at Rem. “I’ve gotten to know Aaron better which is nice.”
Rem remembered their conversation in the waiting room. “Your mom’s quite the lady,” he said. “It was nice to talk to her, too.”
Daniels looked between them. “I sense a lot has happened since I’ve been out.”
“You have no idea,” said Rem.
Marjorie mentioned J.P. and they talked about other things until Elana said she had a lunch appointment and had to go. Before saying goodbye, she told Daniels she’d be there for his surgery in the morning and would see him later. She left and Marjorie stood not long after, saying she had to pick up J.P. and get him home, fed and down for his nap. Rem moved to the window and stared out at the parking lot to give her and Daniels a few minutes alone. They spoke quietly to each other before Marjorie gave him a kiss and stood.
“He’s all yours,” she said to Rem. “Don’t let him get out of bed and jog down the hall.”
Rem stepped away from the window. “Until he gets the hole in his head plugged, he’s not going anywhere.”
“I promise not to jog,” said Daniels. “Maybe just some calisthenics.”
Marjorie grinned at him. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he told her. “Call me later.”
“I will.” She squeezed his hand. “See you early tomorrow.”
“See you.”
Marjorie let go of his fingers and headed toward the door. “Bye, Rem.”
“Bye and I’ll see you tomorrow, too,” said Rem. Marjorie left and Rem walked to the chair beside Daniels’ bed and sat. “Peace and quiet.”
“I think everyone’s had enough of that. Me included.”
Rem thought of the beeping and whirring of the machine’s that had surrounded Daniels’ during those first terrifying days. “Yeah.”
“How are you?” asked Daniels.
“Me? You’re the one in the hospital bed.”
“And I know better than most how hard it is to be the one standing beside it.”
Recalling all the fear and worry, Rem slumped in his seat. “It was rough, but Marjorie and I supported each other through it.”
“Thanks for being there for her. I know how scared she must have been.”
“She’s a tough cookie. She had her moments, but she survived them.”
“What about you?”
Rem had a vivid recall of shattering the plates in his kitchen. “I had a few myself, but I think people are used to that by now.”
“Don’t make light of it. I know it must have been hell.”
His stomach twisting at the memories, he sat up. “It wasn’t easy, but you made it. If you’d died, it would have been a different story.”
Daniels studied the ceiling. “From what it sounds like, I came pretty close.”
“There were some scary moments.” He thought of Jace and realized he needed to call him and tell him the good news about Daniels. “And not just with you. But thankfully, it all worked out in your favor.”
“What does that mean?”
Rem bolstered himself. “When I thought you were going to die, Margaret paid me a visit. Offered to save your life in return for mine.”
Daniels narrowed his eyes. “You saw Margaret?”
Rem told him about his encounter with Margaret and Curtis in the parking lot. “Curtis is the one who took you out.”
Daniels went quiet and looked a little pale. “Please tell me that’s not why I’m alive right now.”
“It’s not. My virtue, at least with Margaret, is intact.”
“Thank God.”
“But it did give me an idea.” He paused. “Jace Marlon.”
Daniels frowned but then his eyes rounded. “You called him?”
“Better than that. I found him and almost dragged him to the hospital. He visited with you a few times and it wasn’t long after that you began to improve.”
Daniels stared with his mouth open. “I’ll be damned.” He rubbed his neck. “You think he’s the reason I’m alive?”
“That and a lot of prayer.”
“Shit.”
“No kidding.”
Daniels sighed. “You’ve been through a lot.”
Rem almost laughed. “I haven’t even got to the good stuff yet.”
Daniels ticked up a brow. “What else?”
Rem reached into his pocket, pulled out his badge and flashed it at Daniels. “Picked it up this morning. You’re looking at Manetti’s new partner.”
Daniels’ mouth opened wider. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Nope. I officially start Monday.” He pulled up a foot and rested it on his knee. “Oh, and I’m not Chloe’s father and Mikey and I are dating. She’s spent the last two nights at my place.”
Daniels stared in disbelief. “I should get hit in the head more often.”
“Please don’t. Once is enough.”
Daniels shook his head and winced.
“Careful. Don’t shake something loose.”
Daniels stammered. “I don’t even know what to say.”
Pleased he’d stumped his partner, Rem grinned.
“It’s good to see you smile, though.”
“It’s been a while.”
“And it’s about damn time with Mikey.”
Rem shrugged. “You know me. Sometimes it takes a few hard knocks before a few cracks appear and some sense can get in.”
“And you’re not Chloe’s dad? How do you feel about that?”
“Shocked as hell and maybe a little sad. I felt sure she was mine. But relieved, too. It was messing with my head, but now that I know the truth, I can move forward.”
“So you’re not moving away?”
Rem’s heaviness returned. “No. And I feel terrible about our last conversation. It scared the hell out of me that it could have been our last words to each other.”
Daniels’ face fell. “I shouldn’t have gotten angry and stormed out.”
“You were mad. I get it.”
“Still, it was a stupid way to handle it. I’m sorry you had to worry about that.”
“It’s okay. It’s no longer an issue.”
Daniels reached for a glass of water on a tray beside his bed. A straw poked out the top and he took a sip. “I’ve graduated to water,” he said after setting the cup back down.
“I can see. Congratulations.”
Daniels looked back at him. “What made you decide to return to the force?”
Rem debated how to answer. “A lot of things. You, Mikey, your mom, what happened with Margaret.”
“My mom?”
“She and I had a conversation while you were out. She offered me a new perspective on things. Your dad wasn’t too nice to me, but she was.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “I can imagine. Sorry about that.”
“It’s not your fault.” He smoothed the hem of his jeans. “And after what happened with Margaret, that’s what really got me thinking.”
“About what?”
Rem thought back. “When she got in my car, I was scared to death. I felt helpless and without Jace I may have considered her offer.”
“I’m grateful you didn’t have to.”
“After I found Jace though, I realized something. Margaret made a mistake by contacting me and it backfired on her. Plus, you didn’t die and despite all Margaret’s efforts, Mikey and I are together. That’s zero for three.” He ran a thumb over his knee. “That means she’s not infallible. She’s human, just like you and me. She’s not a boogeyman, and she can be caught just like any other killer we’ve chased in the past.”
Daniels released a long breath. “I’m glad you can finally see that.”
“Clear as day.” He lowered his voice. “Plus, she went after you, so now I’m going after her.”
Daniels’ face tensed. “Be careful.”
“Of what?”
“If Lozano thinks you’re going to act like a vigilante, you’ll be off the case faster than you can say Taco del Fuego. And I don’t need you ending up in here like me. You have to be smart about this. And now that you and Mikey are together, you could end up making some unwise decisions because you’re going to worry about her, too.”
“Going to? I already am. Mikey’s bugging me about driving herself to SCOPE and my place.” Rem recalled Mikey wanting to discuss it the previous evening, but he’d asked her to be patient with him and she’d agreed, but he knew that wouldn’t last long.
“You can’t ask her to hide.”
Struggling with how to handle his fears, Rem fiddled with the hem of his shirt. “I’m in love with her. I barely made it with your injury and if something were to happen…” He trailed off, too horrified by the thought of Mikey ending up in the hospital or worse. “That’s why finding Margaret is so important. We can’t live a normal life until she’s caught.”
“I get it. Which is why you have to be careful. You can’t go off half-cocked or you and Manetti both could pay the price.”
“Margaret’s planning her next attack. You know it and I know it. I can’t sit back and let it happen. For all we know, she could come after you again.”
Daniels massaged his forehead, careful to avoid his bandage. “What’s your plan then?”
“I’m not sure yet. Come Monday, Manetti and I are going to sit down and go over everything we have on Margaret and what happened to you. We know this guy Curtis was involved with your assault. And this Harry guy had our picture and the names Curtis and Terrance in his planner. If we can dig deeper and figure out Harry’s connection and find Curtis and Terrance, that could lead us straight to Margaret.”
Daniels lowered his hand and stared off. His gaze distant, he narrowed his eyes. “I saw them both.”
Rem sat up, hopeful his partner could recall something from his assault. “What do you remember?”
Daniels hesitated. “I was supposed to meet Tonya.” He paused. “Did anyone find her?”
“She’s dead. OD. Whether accidental or otherwise is unknown.”
“Hell. Somebody got to her to keep her from talking.”
“Probably. What else?”
Daniels clutched his sheets. “She never showed. But two men did. By the dumpster. They hit me with something, and I went down.” He flinched.
“Can you describe them?”
Daniels stared off again. “One was black, the other white.” His face paled again. “They were swinging a two by four.”
Anger percolated in Rem’s gut. “They say anything?”
Daniels closed his eyes. “The white guy was big and had a scar on his cheek. The black guy was shorter. The white guy swung the board.” He opened his eyes. “They said they knew me.”
“Of course they did. Margaret sent them after you.” Agitated, Rem tapped his finger on the armrest. “My guess is this Harry either hired these guys at Margaret’s direction or he was supposed to do the dirty work instead.”
“But ended up dead.”
“The question is why.” Rem scratched his jaw. “Looks like Manetti and I have our work cut out for us.”
Daniels pointed. “Just watch your back. Harry had a picture of both of us, not just me. As you mentioned, you’ve thrown Margaret’s offer back in her face, you’re dating Mikey and I’m alive. None of that’s going to make her happy.”
Rem rested his elbows on his knees. “Maybe that’s her weakness. She’s not used to failing. It might be enough to cause her to make another mistake and come out into the open. And when she does, her ass is mine.”
“Just be smart. She’s cunning. She could make you think one thing and do another. And then your ass is hers. You go in with revenge on your mind and you’ll make the fatal mistake, not her.”
Rem squinted. “Who said anything about revenge?”
“You did. And don’t play stupid with me. I know you too well.” He set his jaw. “I won’t be there to back you up. Manetti’s good but he’s green.”
“I know. I’ll be careful.”
“Promise me.”
Rem made an X over his heart. “And hope to die.”
“You better not.”
They held eye contact until there was a knock on the door. It opened and Lozano stuck his head in. “So the rumors are true.” He entered the room, holding a vase of flowers.
The moment broken, Daniels turned his head and Rem stood to welcome his captain.



Chapter Twenty-Six
MONK TOOK THE LAST puff of his cigarette, dropped it on the back porch and ground the bottom of his shoe onto it. Always careful to keep his DNA footprint minimal, he leaned over and picked it up. Finishing his phone conversation, he hung up and slid his cell into his pocket. Holding the butt, he pulled out a plastic bag containing the remains of two other cigarettes and dropped the fresh butt into it. Reminding himself to flush them, he walked back into the house, hearing the familiar replay of the voicemail. He caught the last part of it when he walked through the kitchen and entered the dining room. Then put your damn shades on and enjoy your freedom because it won’t last much longer. And tell that asshole Curtis I’m comin’ for him, too.
The line clicked and Margaret, sitting in a dining chair, switched off the recorder and looked over at him. Her face revealed nothing about what she was thinking. “Well, Winnie?”
Sensing her displeasure, Monk cursed inwardly and took a deep breath. “Daniels is awake, and all his faculties are intact. He got through his second surgery with no complications. Doctor anticipates a full recovery.”
He caught the tension in her shoulders. “And the other thing?” She set the recorder down and waited.
Monk dreaded telling her his other news the most. “It’s confirmed. Your sister’s spent several nights and the weekend at Remalla’s place. They’re together.”
Margaret didn’t move but her face told Monk the story. Her cheeks colored and her gaze hardened. Not wanting to be the object of her wrath, Monk didn’t speak another word. A second passed, and she slowly stood. Eyeing the recorder, she picked it up and in an uncustomary display of anger, she hurled it into the wall. The recorder broke into pieces and put a nick in the paint.
Monk remained passive. “What do you want to do?”
Stretching her neck, she composed herself. “Where are Curtis and Terrance?”
“Where they should be, waiting to hear from me.”
“Call them. I want to meet in an hour.” She turned and headed out of the room. “We need to talk.”
She disappeared, and glad she hadn’t thrown the recorder at him, Monk reached for his phone.

Rem eyed the quiet squad room. It was Monday morning and he’d come in early, wanting to get a head start. Glad he was the only one there, he approached Daniels’ desk. He spotted the familiar items, organized files, and the hot dog snow globe. Daniels had given it to Jennie as a gift to remind her of Rem, and Daniels had asked to keep it after her death.
Rem checked his former desk, which now sported a picture of Manetti’s wife and other personal effects and a neatness that Rem had never been associated with.
Pulling out Daniels’ chair, he sat, absorbing the feel of his return to work. After an active and satisfying weekend where he’d either been at Daniels’ bedside or in bed with Mikey, it was a definite change, but also a good one. He moved some things around, opened some folders and flipped on the computer monitor. Not knowing how he’d feel, he’d wanted to get there before anyone else to prepare himself without the distraction of fellow officers welcoming him back.
Getting acquainted with the space, he found himself appreciating being at Daniels’ desk. He felt comfortable there. Not finding much of interest in the folders, he opened a drawer and saw Daniels’ notebook. He pulled it out and flipped through the pages, reading Daniels’ chicken scratch about the progress on the Harry Blasek murder case.
He read about the search of Harry’s apartment and finding the starred appointment in the planner with Curtis’ and Terrance’s names, plus the crumpled lottery tickets, the liquor bottles, the photo of him and Daniels, and the unidentified set of fingerprints at the scene. Daniels, in his detailed way, had also noted the smell of cigarettes but they’d found no butts, the unhelpful manager, and how nobody at the complex would talk. He also learned that Harry had a record for B and E and petty theft and had done time, and that Daniels and Manetti were attempting to contact Harry’s parole officer and the investigating detective in New York.
He learned about the two phone numbers found on Harry’s burner phone – one disconnected and one to a Bartholomew Inc, which Daniels had called and left a voicemail. He also found it interesting how Harry had a healthy bank account with all cash deposits. Who was this guy? he wondered.
Closing the notebook and his curiosity growing, he flipped on Daniels’ computer and entered the password. He spent the next hour digging into all the progress that had been made in the case since Daniels’ assault, which wasn’t much.
He heard the door open behind him and swiveled in his seat. Manetti stood at the door, holding a lunch bag and thermos.
“Manetti,” said Rem.
Manetti sighed. “I was hoping to get here before you.”
“Then you should have come in earlier.”
Manetti slumped. “Obviously.” He approached the desks, eyeing Rem’s old one. “You don’t want your desk back?”
“This one will do.”
“I can move if you want.” Manetti pulled out his chair. “I don’t mind.” He set the lunch bag down and pulled out a plastic bag with something green and leafy in it.
“There’s no point in playing musical desks. Besides, I like sitting here.” He stopped short of saying it made him feel closer to his partner. “Gives me a new perspective.”
Manetti nodded and sat. “Okay.” Organizing his desktop, he put the green thing in a drawer and avoided eye contact with Rem.
Rem understood his discomfort. “You and I are going to be partners for now. You all right with that?”
“I was going to ask you the same thing.” Manetti fiddled with a pen. “This can’t be easy for you. Working with the guy who almost got Daniels killed.”
Remalla’s guilt flared. “Listen, Manetti. When I showed up at the hospital, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I said some things to you that I shouldn’t have. What happened to Daniels wasn’t your fault. If you’d been there, you likely would have ended up in the hospital, too.”
“No. You were right.” Manetti shook his head. “I shouldn’t have left the station. If I’d been there, this never would have happened.”
“Even if it hadn’t, Daniels would have still been targeted. These people were after him, and there’s nothing you could have done to prevent it.” Rem relaxed back into his seat. “I apologize for blaming you and making you think that there was something you should have done.” He thought back. “God knows, there have been plenty of times when Daniels and I were separated, for both the right and wrong reasons. It could have just as easily happened if I’d been his partner.”
Some of the tension Manetti was carrying seemed to lift. “I appreciate you saying that.”
“Good, because if we’re going to work together, then we need to be able to talk to and trust each other.” He paused. “Can you do that with me?”
Manetti nodded. “I can, if you can do that with me.”
“Daniels said you were good, and I trust his judgement. If he believes in you, then so do I.”
Manetti smiled softly. “That’s good to know.”
Rem pointed. “But if you think I’m going for whatever keto veggie crap you eat, then let me give you a heads up. Daniels is a cakewalk compared to me.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“So whatever that green thing is you put in your desk, don’t offer me any.” He eyed the clock. “In fact, it’s time for me to head downstairs to get a coffee and a donut. Care to join me?”
Manetti blanched. “A donut?”
Rem stood and pushed his chair in. “Breakfast of champions.”
Manetti pulled out the green stuff in the plastic bag. “I’ll stick to my dried kale.” He picked up his thermos. “And my beet juice.”
Rem held his stomach when it turned. “And I thought Daniels was bad.”
“You’re welcome to try it.” He held out the bag.
“What did I just say? I’m not a convert, Manetti. Even looking at it makes me want to puke.”
Manetti pulled out a piece and munched on it. “Suit yourself.”
Rem made a face. “If that gets your juices going, then eat up, because we have lots to talk about when I get back. I want to know everything that’s happened on the Harry Blasek case.”
Manetti set the plastic bag down. “You do?” He eyed the computer monitor on Daniels’ desk. “I figured that’s what you were catching up on.”
“I was, but now I want to hear it from you.”
“But there’s not that much to tell.”
Rem shot Manetti a focused gaze. “Whoever went after Daniels likely killed Harry, so if you think because you hit a dead end that we’re moving on, you are mistaken. We’re going to find these guys and then we’re going to find Margaret Redstone. What do you know about her?”
“I’ve read the file, but other than that, not much.” He toyed with the edge of a notepad on his desk. “I have to admit, I’ve been a little distracted since what happened to Daniels.”
“Then that’s your next assignment. Learn everything you can about her. Backwards and forwards. She’s involved in this and if you’re not up to speed, then it could get you killed.” He headed toward the squad doors and turned back. “And no more distractions. I intend to find the people responsible for Daniels plus a lot of other things. From this point forward, I need you at one hundred percent. If we’re partners, then that’s the deal. Any less, and you’re useless to me.”
Manetti straightened. “I got it.”
“Welcome to working with me, Manetti.” He pushed on the doors. “You should warn Annabelle because you might be missing a few dinners.” Seeing Manetti’s face tighten, he couldn’t help but smile. “See you in a few.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
RESTLESS, DANIELS ADJUSTED THE head of his bed and fluffed his pillow. It had been a week since his second surgery and, feeling better every day since, he was getting antsy. Every morning, they had him up and moving around and today, he’d officially started physical therapy. Every time he moved though, he had to wear the helmet, which made sense but was getting old. Add to that his shaved head. When he’d first seen it and his scar, it hit him how serious his injury had been and how lucky he was to be alive. It gave a whole new meaning to the word grateful. 
He'd been visited by everyone, including Jace Marlon, who’d stopped by a couple of days after his surgery. Daniels thanked him for all he’d done, and Jace had been nothing but humble and happy that he was well. Lozano and other officers had visited along with Mason, Trick and Mikey. His room was so full of flowers he was starting to donate them to other rooms for those who didn’t have any. The nurses were happy to do it.
Rem had stayed at the hospital the day of Daniels’ surgery but had spent the weekend with Mikey since he was starting work Monday. Daniels couldn’t blame him. He could recall after meeting Marjorie how they’d both played hooky just to be together.
Rem had visited after his first day back on the job and had updated Daniels on his progress with the Harry Blasek case and Manetti but hadn’t returned since. He’d called every day though, saying he would return soon. Daniels imagined Rem was diving deep into the case and when he did that, he rarely came up for air. Between that and Mikey, he wondered if his friend was getting any sleep. He hoped Rem would visit soon though because he missed his friend’s company.
His mother, knowing that her son was on the mend, had gone home a couple of days after his surgery. Marjorie had been there every morning and had brought J.P. to see his daddy. That visit had brought tears to his eyes, and he’d held his son close and kissed him, so appreciative that he was still alive to do it.
Thinking back on his crazy week, he sighed, wishing he could go home, and eyed the TV. A nature show was playing, and he grabbed the remote and flipped it off. Now that it was evening, it was quiet. Marjorie was home with J.P. and Daniels had just had dinner. He’d graduated to solid foods a couple of days prior and while it was decent, he was strangely craving one of Rem’s Taco del Fuegos. He wondered if he’d sustained brain damage after all.
Feeling the urge to use the restroom, he glanced at the call button on his bed. He was supposed to alert the nurses if he needed the bathroom, but at this point, he felt capable of doing it on his own. Plus, they were going to make him wear that dumb helmet. The other option was to use the plastic jug on a tray beside his bed, but Daniels was done with that. If he was able to stand and walk, he’d use the bathroom.
Pushing back the covers, he heard a knock on his door. Wondering who would visit now he said, “Come in,” and pulled the covers back over him.
The door opened and Kate Schultz poked her head in. “Hey,” she said. “You up for a visitor?”
He smiled. “Hey, Kate. Sure. I’m always up for company.”
She walked in, carrying a small vase of flowers. “Oh, wow,” she said, looking around the room, “I don’t think there’s space.”
Daniels pointed. “Marjorie took one home with her. There’s a spot on the corner over there.”
She headed over and set the vase down.
“Thanks for the flowers.”
She turned and put her purse in the chair. “You’re welcome. I heard you were doing really well.” She approached the bed. “You look great.”
Daniels appreciated her compliment, but knew with the bandage on his head, fading bruise on his face and his wrist still in a brace, great was relative. “Thanks.”
“I’m so glad you’re okay. You had us all pretty scared.”
“I know. I was very lucky. How are you?”
She shrugged. “Oh, you know me. All work and no play.”
He noted how she didn’t make eye contact. “Life is short. You should fix that.”
“I know.” She gestured toward the bed. “Do you mind?”
“Have a seat.” He shifted slightly to give her room.
“Thanks.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know if anyone told you, but I came to the hospital when you were first brought in. Did they tell you how many people were in the waiting room?”
“I’ve heard.” Daniels recalled Lozano giving him the details about when he was initially brought in.
“You’ve got a lot of people who love you.”
“I’m pretty blessed.”
“I spoke to Marjorie, but she didn’t seem too pleased.”
Daniels pursed his lips. “That’s not like her, but considering the circumstances, you shouldn’t be surprised.”
“No. I know. That’s what I figured.”
Daniels sensed something else was on her mind. “Is something wrong?”
She finally looked at him and blurted out her words. “I want to apologize for what happened after you walked me home from the bar the night before your attack. I was drunk and I made a pass at you, and I…” She shook her head. “I feel so stupid.”
Daniels remembered her inviting him into her apartment. “Don’t feel stupid. Nothing happened and I went home. No harm done.”
“I…I just wondered if…that’s why Marjorie was mad.”
He frowned and recalled that Kate likely didn’t know about his marriage troubles. “She didn’t know.”
Her face relaxed. “You’re sure? I felt like the woman with the scarlet ‘A’ on her shirt.”
“You’re being way too hard on yourself. Don’t worry about it.”
“Can we still be friends?”
He chuckled. “Of course. But I think it’s better if we don’t hang out in bars anymore.”
“Agreed. And thank you for not being mad at me.”
“I’m not mad.” He thought about his ordeal. “I’ve been through hell and back, Kate. It makes you rethink your priorities. Being mad for a silly mistake isn’t worth it.”
She smiled at him. “I’m glad you feel that way.”
“I do.”
They talked for a few minutes before Kate stood from the bed. “I should go. Let you get some rest.” She picked up her purse. “It was great to see you.”
“Good to see you, too. I hope to be back at work soon.”
“I look forward to it. You and Rem always bring me the most interesting cases. I heard he’s back, by the way.”
“He is. Full steam ahead.”
“Good for him.” She headed to the door and paused. “And thanks again.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll see you.”
“See you.” She waved and left.
No longer able to ignore the need to use the restroom, he tossed back the covers and scooted to the edge of the bed. Despite the injuries he’d sustained to his ribs and wrist, they only ached slightly. He rolled his IV closer to the bed and slowly tested his legs. Standing, he didn’t wobble and hoping the nurse wouldn’t catch him, he took a step toward the bathroom when the door opened. Startled, he grabbed the side of the bed, expecting to see the nurse but saw Rem instead.
Rem stood still, his eyes widening. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Daniels smirked at him. “You scared me.” The door was still open, and he could see the hallway. “Would you shut the door?”
Rem let go and the door swung shut. “Are you supposed to be up?” He narrowed his eyes. “And where’s your helmet?”
“I’m going to the bathroom, not riding a motorcycle.” He straightened.
“What if you fall?”
Daniels huffed. “They had me walk on a treadmill this morning. I think I can make it to the john.” He took slow steps to the bathroom and grabbed the frame of the door.
“I’m going to tell Marjorie.”
Daniels shot him a look. “I’ll buy you two Taco del Fuegos for your silence.”
Rem hesitated. “Make it three.”
“You’re on. But one of them is for me.”
Rem dropped his jaw as Daniels turned, walked into the bathroom with his IV stand, and shut the door.
“I’m right outside if you need help. Don’t you dare fall.”
“I think I got this.” Careful to stay balanced, he used the bathroom and washed his hands. 
“I saw Kate in the hall,” said Rem through the door.
“Yeah. She stopped by.” He eyed himself in the mirror, noting his bruised eye was almost healed. He figured he could thank Jace’s mojo for that, too.
“Everything good between you two?”
“Sure it is.”
There was another pause. “Anything I should know?”
Taking it slow, he opened the door. “Like what?”
Rem was standing right on the other side. “Kate said something about being with you the night before the accident.”
“She did? Well, it was nothing. We bumped into each other, got drunk, and she made a pass. I declined and went home. No big deal.”
“She made a pass at you?”
“She did, but she just apologized. That’s why she was here. She’s embarrassed.” He rolled the IV stand toward the door.
“You must have been wearing that tight blue shirt that barely fits your biceps.” Holding his hand out in case Daniels fell, he stepped back to let Daniels by.
Daniels glowered at him. “That shirt is not tight.”
“If you say so.”
“And I think it had more to do with my personality, wit and charm.” He held the door frame and took slow steps.
“Maybe, but my vote’s for the biceps. You doing okay?” he asked, his face taut with concern.
“I told you. I’m f—” Daniels gripped the wall and shook his legs.
Rem paled and grabbed him. “That’s it. I’m calling the nurse.”
Daniels chuckled and stood straight. “I’m just kidding. I feel fine.” He shuffled back toward the bed while Rem, still holding on, glared at him.
“That’s not funny.”
“That’s what you get for scaring me when you walked in.” He sat on the bed.
“That was your fault for doing something illegal.” Rem rolled the IV pole toward Daniels. “Get back into bed.”
“You going to arrest me?” He scooted back and pulled his feet up. Rem threw the covers back over him.
“It’s tempting, but I don’t have the time.”
Daniels relaxed back against the raised bed. “Everybody’s so worried. I’m okay. I’m stronger than most realize.”
“You’re also more stubborn. You push yourself too hard, you’re going to hurt yourself.”
“And if I don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to go stir crazy. I need to start doing some things for myself.”
“You could work on your patience, too.”
“Look who’s talking.” He shifted to get comfortable. “You’re the one working long hours to find who did this, when you could take it easy yourself.”
“You know time is critical. The longer it takes, the harder this case is to solve.” Eyeing Daniels like he might fall out of the bed, he walked around, pulled up a chair and sat.
“Maybe on any other case, but you already know who did this and they’re not going anywhere.”
“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.” He sat back and rubbed his eyes. “It’s been too quiet.”
Daniels studied his friend, noting his haggard features. “You think they’re going to strike again?”
Rem groaned. “Every damn moment of every damn day.”
Daniels chastised himself for not considering the amount of worry Rem was putting himself through. “You’ve got to slow down. You keep going at this rate and you’re going to make a mistake.”
Rem set his elbows on the armrest. “Manetti told me the same thing.” He blinked his bloodshot eyes. “I told him to go home early today. See Annabelle. They’re having some sort of tofu spaghetti tonight.”
“And they didn’t invite you?”
Rem snorted. “I not-so-regretfully declined. Said I was going to see you, then go home and sleep.”
“No Mikey tonight?”
Rem poked at the armrest. “She’s staying at Mason’s. She’s frustrated with me.” He paused. “Said I was hovering.”
Daniels could only imagine. “I know how she feels, and can you blame her?” He shifted himself higher on the bed. “Do you ever let her out of your sight?”
“Only if I know she’s with Mason or Trick.”
“You still insisting on driving her everywhere?”
Rem’s shoulders dropped. “No. She can drive…as long as I’m in the car.”
“No wonder she needs a break.”
“Is it so hard to understand?” Agitated, Rem stood. “I’ve been killing myself on this case and I’ve got squat to show for it. I have no leads on what happened to Harry, finding Margaret is a crapshoot and I’ve even done some digging into who poisoned Allison. Nobody knows anything. It’s damn frustrating.” He gripped his temples. “And the longer it takes, the more time Margaret has to mount another attack.” He dropped his hand. “And I can’t do anything to stop her.” Rem jabbed out a finger. “And now you’re going to the john all by yourself and taking unnecessary risks. Do you see what I’m dealing with here?”
Daniels sat up. “You need to sit.”
Rem paced instead. “I’m too keyed up.”
“Mikey and Manetti are right. You need to take it easy.” Rem started to argue but Daniels stopped him. “At this rate, you’re going to end up my roommate without any help from Margaret.”
“What am I supposed to do?” asked Rem. “If she strikes again and I can’t prevent it…” He put a hand on his head.
“Just relax. You’ve turned yourself into a pretzel trying to be everywhere and do everything at once. It’s not possible. All you can do is your best.”
Rem stopped pacing. “What if that’s not good enough?”
“Rem, you’ve been back at work for a week. Cut yourself some slack.”
He leaned a hand on the wall. “I’m not sure I can.”
“Would you sit, please? At this point, I may have to get out of bed to support you.”
Rem rubbed his neck. “Fine,” he whispered. He walked to the chair and sat.
Daniels debated what to say. “First of all, you need to get some sleep. Between work and Mikey, I suspect you haven’t had much.”
Rem propped his ankle on his knee. “Not really.”
“Tomorrow, talk to Mikey and come to some sort of compromise. Let her drive to your place for now, but that’s it. Give her a little independence.” Rem groaned. “I know you don’t like it, but if it’s easier, ask her to call you on the way over. You can talk to her and know she’s safe.”
Rem traced the seam on his jeans and nodded.
“And do what we always do when we have a difficult case. Break it all down but take it one step at a time. You’re trying to plug too many holes at once which makes it more likely you’re going to miss something. Once you do that, trust that the break will eventually come. It’ll happen, you just have to hang in there, but most of all, try not to worry so much. I’ve got a guard at my door and Mikey has you, Mason, and Trick to watch out for her. She’s in good hands. It’s not going to be that easy for Margaret to get to us.” He paused. “My biggest concern is you. You don’t have a guard and I’m in here, which means Manetti is your only back up, and he’s a besotted newlywed and a new detective.”
“Margaret’s not coming after me. Not yet anyway.” Rem crossed his arms. “She wants me scared.”
“Don’t assume anything. Victor took you, remember? Did you think that was going to happen?”
Rem clenched his jaw. “I see your point.”
Daniels took a deep breath. “We’re going to figure this out. You’ll see.”
“We?”
Daniels adjusted his covers. “Just because I’m in a hospital bed doesn’t mean I can’t help.” Frustrated that he couldn’t do more, he pointed. “The minute I’m out of it, though—”
Rem raised his hand. “Okay, Kemosabe. Take it easy. I hear you loud and clear.” He put his hand on his knee. “I’m in overdrive again.”
“It’s understandable, but you need to find a way to deal with it.”
Rem smiled softly. “I think I just have.”
Daniels met his gaze. “I’m here whenever you need to talk.” He eyed his room. “At least I can be useful for something while I’m just lying here.”
“Just the fact that you’re alive and we’re having this conversation is all I need.”
“For you maybe, but I need something to do.”
“As you said, one day at a time.”
Daniels adjusted the sheet covering him. “Wise advice for both of us.”
“I suppose.” Rem stifled a yawn.
“You should go home and sleep.”
“I will, but not yet.” He reached for the remote. “Let’s just hang out for a bit. I need to not think for a while.” He flipped on the TV and surfed through the channels.
A question popped into Daniels’ mind. “Since you’re going to stick around, can I ask you something?”
Rem nodded. “Shoot.”
Daniels hesitated and rested his head back. “Marjorie and I talked. She’s moving back in when I go home.”
Rem lowered the remote and swiveled to face Daniels. “That’s great news. I bet you’re thrilled.”
“I am.”
Rem’s smile fell. “That doesn’t sound like thrilled to me.”
“No. Don’t get me wrong. It’s what I want. It’s what I’ve been wanting all this time.”
“Then why do you have that look on your face? What’s bugging you?”
Daniels picked at the edge of his wrist brace. “It’s stupid, but I don’t want her to come back because of this.” He pointed at his head. “I want it to be because she wants to work on our marriage together, not because I’m going to need her help.” He stopped fiddling with his brace. “She told me she made this decision before I was hurt but she didn’t get a chance to tell me, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s just saying that to make me feel better.”
Rem leaned in. “Well, let me put your mind at ease. When you were in ICU, and we were sitting by your bed watching that damn machine breathe for you, she was upset that she didn’t get to tell you she’d decided to come home. It was eating her up that you could die without you ever knowing she wanted to be your wife.”
Daniels stilled. “Really?”
“Really. She loves you and bandage or no bandage, she was coming back to you.”
Relief flooded through Daniels, and he relaxed. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.” He scratched his skin near the annoying IV. “I can’t wait for my family to be under one roof again.”
“I don’t blame you. You and Marjorie have some lost time to make up for and I suspect you won’t waste any of it once you’re up and moving.”
Daniels couldn’t wait to get his wife back into his arms. “We might give you and Mikey a run for your money.”
Rem grinned. “If that’s true, make sure you have plenty of physical therapy. You’re going to need it.”
Daniels chuckled. “I bet.
Rem returned his attention to flipping through the channels. “And were you serious about wanting a Taco del Fuego?”
Daniels’ mouth watered at the thought. “Totally. I’ll take anything over this hospital food. Maybe you could sneak me one.”
Rem smirked. “At least something good came out of your accident. I can’t wait to tell Manetti that you’ve turned to the dark side.”
“Don’t get your hopes up.”
Rem stifled another yawn. “We’ll see about that.”
Daniels watched him surf through the channels. “And don’t you dare pick a program about Bigfoot.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
REM AND MANETTI SAT in Lozano’s office. Lozano had spent three days at a law enforcement conference and another two days with his wife visiting his stepdaughter in Seattle. It was his first day back in the office. 
“You talked to New York again?” asked Lozano.
Manetti bobbed his head up and down. “I did.”
“Did it go better the second time around?” asked Lozano.
Rem bit into his jelly donut and waited for Manetti to answer. After digging into the case, he’d read that Manetti had spoken to Harry Blasek’s parole officer and investigating detective but had learned little. He’d also asked little, too, so Rem had told him to call them back and press harder; explain how an officer had almost died and the perpetrator had a connection to Harry. Parole officers and detectives were busy and if you didn’t push, you might not get what you wanted. Manetti had taken the advice and contacted them again.
Manetti, under Lozano’s glare, squirmed in his seat. “Remalla was right about calling back. When I finally got in touch with them and mentioned what happened to Daniels, they were eager to help.”
Lozano eyed Rem, who chewed a bite of his donut. At first, Manetti grimaced each time Rem ate something he didn’t approve of, which was frequent, but he seemed unaffected now.
“Between the two of them, I learned that Blasek had connections to dangerous people in New York. Hawkins, the detective, believed Blasek had ties to the mob. He’d been a suspect in a murder investigation, but they could only get him on B and E and theft. The parole officer told me that Harry liked the ladies and gambling but kept his nose clean otherwise. Neither of them knows why Harry was in California, but Hawkins has his suspicions.”
Rem sipped his coffee. “I have a few myself.” He glanced at Manetti. “Could Harry have been a hitman?”
Manetti lifted an eyebrow. “That’s exactly what Hawkins said.”
Lozano loosened his tie. “Because of his mob connections?”
“That, and Harry’s bank account,” said Rem. “All cash deposits in decent-sized sums.” He licked his fingers. “Plus, that phone number to Bartholomew Inc. You can only leave a voicemail. I tried it again this morning and now it’s disconnected. Maybe that’s how he got in touch with potential clients.”
“And Daniels was supposed to be his target, but someone else got to Harry first?” Lozano sat back and interlaced his fingers over his belly.
“Seems that way.” Rem set his coffee on the edge of Lozano’s desk. “Harry either didn’t honor the terms of the agreement or somebody didn’t trust him to get the job done right.”
Lozano squinted. “You were in that picture, too.”
“I was, but that doesn’t mean I’m a target.” Rem picked a donut crumb off his shirt and ate it. 
“The fact that you’re still up and around is a good sign,” said Manetti.
“For the moment, but it doesn’t exclude you,” added Lozano. He rubbed his jaw. “What about the recanvass?”
“Dead end,” said Rem. He and Manetti had returned to Harry’s apartment complex to try again with the neighbors and manager with no luck. “Nobody’s talking. About Harry or Tanya. These people are scared which makes me think they might have been threatened.”
Lozano grunted. “What about the jail? Any leads in locating who poisoned Allison?”
Manetti flipped through the folder he’d brought with him. “We talked to the warden again and we reinterviewed the kitchen staff, guards, and other inmates who could have gotten close enough to poison her. Nobody’s talking or they don’t know anything.” He pulled out a paper. “I have a list of names if you want to see it.”
“That’s not necessary. Just include it in your report,” said Lozano.
Manetti put the paper back in the folder.
“There’s someone else I want to question.” Rem recalled his last visit with Allison in the jail. “When I went to see Allison, there was a woman at the front counter where I checked in. Her name’s Angela. I know we checked the logs, but she sees people coming and going from that place all the time. She might have some insight as to who else could have had access.”
“Probably a good idea.” Lozano straightened. “Anything else?”
“That’s it, Captain,” said Manetti. He smoothed his jacket which was ironed and crisp.
Rem noticed a smear of jelly on his finger and licked it off. He didn’t miss Manetti’s look of distaste. “One other thing. I figure if Harry gambles, our next step is to check local poker games, racetracks, or even casinos. It’s a long shot but maybe we’ll get lucky.”
“It’s worth a try,” said Lozano. “Just keep me posted.”
“Will do, Captain,” said Manetti. “When we know something, you’ll know something.” He stood.
Rem made eye contact with Lozano. “Good,” said Lozano. He pulled his tie off. “Give me a few seconds with Remalla, Manetti.”
Manetti stepped away from the chair. “Sure thing.” He walked to the door. “You want me to start pulling gambling sites to start our search?” he asked Rem.
“That would be great,” said Rem.
Manetti nodded. “Thanks, Captain.” He opened the door and left.
Lozano rested his elbows on his desk.
“What’s on your mind?” asked Rem.
“How’s Daniels?”
“He’s doing well. I brought him a Taco del Fuego the other night and he actually ate it. He’s getting better every day. They’re talking about springing him soon and he’ll continue outpatient therapy from home.”
“That’s great news.”
Rem picked up his coffee. “Manetti called me last night. We’re going to see Daniels this afternoon. Annabelle wants to bring him some food.” He smirked.
“Carb free and organic, I imagine.”
“Likely raw, too.” Rem shrugged. “Who knows? Daniels may like it.”
“And I may lose ten pounds this week, but we know that’s unlikely.”
Rem smiled and sipped his coffee.
“And Manetti? How’s he doing?”
“Great. He’s a fast learner and doesn’t question when I offer suggestions for improvement. He’s even getting used to my diet, although I think it makes him slightly ill.”
“You trust him to cover your back? You and I know that it could come to that, despite your attempts to steer me otherwise.”
Rem swirled his coffee. “I trust him. If it came down to it, he’d be there.”
Lozano held his gaze as if gauging Rem’s truthfulness. “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”
“Let’s hope.” Rem finished his coffee and tossed the cup into Lozano’s trash can. “Anything else?” he asked, eager to return to the case.
Lozano waved. “Say hi to your partner when you see him. Tell him I look forward to getting him back in his chair.”
“I will. Thanks, Cap.” Rem stood and left the office. He returned to his desk chair and sat. Manetti was at his desk, studying his monitor. “What time is Annabelle coming to the hospital?”
Manetti checked his watch. “I told her I’d pick her up and take her.” He hesitated. “Is that a problem?”
Rem shook his head. “No.” He felt bad that Manetti still felt guilty over what happened to Daniels, but figured the only way to deal with it was to show no concern over Manetti leaving the station without Rem. “I’ll meet you two there then.”
Manetti relaxed. “I’ll leave in about thirty minutes.”
Rem nodded and considered another cup of coffee before they left. He eyed his desk and the messy piles of papers and unorganized files. Daniels would definitely frown at the sight. Not seeing the snow globe, he dug through the papers. “Hey, Manetti. You see the snow globe?” He moved some stacks around.
Manetti glanced over. “Uh, no. I don’t see it.”
“Huh,” said Rem, looking around the floor and in his trashcan.
“Maybe someone knocked it over.”
Rem straightened. “It’s not there.” He checked his desk drawers. “Who would take a hot dog snow globe?”
Manetti typed on his keyboard. “I’m sure it will turn up.”
Rem hoped it wasn’t lost or stolen. Daniels would not be happy, and Rem wouldn’t be too thrilled either. “It better.” He doublechecked, but still didn’t find it. Giving up, he decided on another cup of coffee.

Rem stood outside the hospital entrance talking to Mikey on his cell. Rem had taken Daniels’ advice to compromise, and she’d been driving to Rem’s place on her own while talking to Rem on the phone. It had worked well and kept Rem’s anxiety at bay while giving Mikey a little freedom.
Manetti had texted to let him know that he and Annabelle had arrived and were parking. While he waited, Rem whispered to Mikey his specific plans about what he intended to do to her with his tongue when he saw her that night. Rem grinned at Mikey’s erotic response when he saw Manetti walking with a pretty blonde-haired woman carrying a ceramic dish. They were chatting and she laughed.
Rem had not met Annabelle before, and holding his phone, he headed toward the curb to meet them. Seeing him, Manetti waved and, holding Annabelle’s elbow, they started across the lot when Annabelle’s sweater, wrapped around her shoulders, slid off. It fell to the cement and Manetti reached for it just as a car turned into the lane and gunned its engine.
Hearing the roar and tires squealing, Rem saw the car race toward Annabelle and Manetti. Fear and dread shot through him. Annabelle turned and froze, and Manetti, reaching for the sweater, swiveled his head toward the noise. Rem’s adrenaline spiked and his shock gave way to action. “Shit,” he yelled, dropped his phone, and darted into the lot. He raced to Annabelle and shoved her and Manetti backward and to the ground just as the car zoomed past. The ceramic dish shattered on the asphalt and Annabelle shrieked. Manetti grunted and Rem shot up and raced back into the lot, trying to get a license plate. The car had already turned the corner and, tires squealing again, tore out into the street. Narrowly missing a truck who blared its horn, the car raced away and disappeared.

Daniels sat up in his hospital bed, hearing the sound of distant sirens. Rem, Manetti, and Annabelle were late, and he sipped some water, wondering what concoction Annabelle was bringing him. After eating the Taco del Fuego, he was looking forward to something healthier.
He checked his cell, expecting Rem to text him when they were on their way up when his day nurse, Nancy, entered the room, carrying another small vase of flowers. Since the flower deliveries had slowed to a stop, Daniels was surprised.
The nurse set it at the edge of his tray and handed him an envelope. “This was left for you at the nurses’ station.”
Daniels took the envelope. Aaron was written on the front along with Daniels’ room number. “Are you sure this is for me?” he asked Nancy. “This isn’t my name.”
“It’s your room number and we don’t have any patients named Aaron.”
Daniels frowned, wondering why an envelope with Rem’s first name had been delivered to him. The sirens grew louder, and he glanced toward the window. “What’s going on out there? Those sound like they’re nearby.”
“Some sort of commotion outside the lobby downstairs. I’m not sure what. I expect I’ll hear soon, though.” She headed toward the door. “You need anything?”
Daniels kept his eyes on the window and then stared at the envelope, a chill running through him. “No, thank you.”
She left. Daniels reached for his phone and dialed Rem’s number, but it rang and went to voicemail. Worried, he hung up, set the phone down and began to open the envelope when the door flew open and Rem raced in, out of breath, his face pale, and blood dripping down his arm. “Are you okay?” he asked.
Daniels sat up. “I’m fine. What’s wrong?” He eyed the blood. “What happened to your arm?”
Rem glanced at his injury in surprise. “It’s nothing. Just a scratch.” He ran a shaky hand over his head. “Somebody just tried to run over Annabelle and Manetti in the parking lot. Annabelle’s in the ER. They’re checking to see if her arm is broken and Manetti’s with her.”
Daniels gripped his sheet, now understanding the sirens.
“The car got away. I couldn’t get a plate.” He started to pace. “Damn it.”
“Manetti’s okay?” asked Daniels.
“He’s got a few scratches and bruises but otherwise unharmed.”
“What happened to your arm?”
Looking dazed, Rem pulled on his bloody sleeve. “I, uh, don’t know. I shoved them back when I saw the car. I must have scraped my elbow.”
Daniels realized all three of them were lucky to be alive. “You should get it checked.”
Rem kept moving. “It’s fine.” He stopped. “Nothing’s happened? If they went after Manetti and his wife, I was sure…” His face tightened.
“I’m okay.” Daniels held up the envelope. “But I got this. It was just delivered to me, with those flowers, but it has your name on it.”
Rem walked closer and stared at it. He took it from Daniels. “Not just my name but my first name.” He ripped it open.
Daniels was about to argue about fingerprints, but his partner didn’t seem to care. Rem pulled out a folded note, opened and read it. His face paled some more.
“What does it say?”
Rem handed it to him. Daniels took and read it.
Everyone you know should be careful. My offer still stands if you want to keep them alive. M.
Rem picked up his pacing again. Staying calm, Daniels folded the note and set it next to the flowers. Blood dripped onto the floor from Rem’s arm and Daniels hit the call button for the nurse. “You should sit,” he told Rem. “Get your arm looked at.”
“Screw my damn arm,” yelled Rem. Breathing hard, he put his hands on his hips. “Hell. How am I going to stop her?”
“Don’t even consider taking her up on her offer.”
Rem stopped and stared at him.
Daniels stared back. “It’s not an option, Rem, so don’t even consider it.”
“At what cost, though? Do I wait for someone to die? Do I watch all of you drop around me like flies?”
“Manetti and Annabelle are fine—”
“Today they are,” yelled Rem. “But what about tomorrow?” He cursed. “What about you and Mikey? Or Marjorie? Or Mason and Trick? Who’s next?” He closed his eyes.
“Rem…”
Nancy walked in. “Yes?”
Rem jumped and held his chest.
“He needs his arm looked at.” Daniels pointed at and spoke to Rem. “And you need to sit and calm down. Let her look at you.”
Rem lifted his arm. Blood dripped through his shirt. “It’s nothing.”
Knowing he needed to get through to his partner, Daniels raised his voice. “I said sit.”
Nancy came over and tugged on his arm. Rem took a deep breath and let her pull up his shirt sleeve. She checked it. “You’ve got a nice gash, but I don’t think you need stitches. I’ll clean and bandage it.” She stepped back. “And I agree. You should sit. I’ll be right back.”
“Thank you,” said Daniels.
The nurse left, and Rem seemed to settle, and he finally sat. Bouncing his leg, he held his stomach. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”
“We’re going to get you treated first and then we’ll figure it out.”
“Figure out what? I don’t see many options. I can’t—”
The door flew open, and Mikey strode in, her face as white as Rem’s. She looked at Daniels and then Rem. “There you are. Are you okay?”
Rem stood. “Mikey, what are you—”
She walked over and hugged him. “You scared me to death.”
Rem held her. “I told you I was okay.”
“You were lying.” She clutched the back of his shirt and Rem clung to her.
Seeing them together, Daniels hated that they had to live in fear. With all they’d been through, they deserved some happiness. “He’s okay, Mikey, but his arm’s bleeding.”
She pulled back. “What?”
“Forget my arm,” said Rem. “You shouldn’t be here.”
Mikey jabbed out a hand. “You almost got killed. Why wouldn’t I come?”
“Because it’s not safe. Nobody is.” Rem groaned. “I got a damn note threatening the people I love.”
Mikey went quiet, and Daniels let her see the note when Nancy returned with a damp cloth, a small tube, and a bandage. She put on some gloves and made Rem sit while she cleaned the wound, applied ointment, and bandaged it. “That should take care of it,” she said. “Keep it clean and replace the bandage every day. If it gets worse, go see your doctor.” She set the tube of ointment on the tray beside Daniels. “You can keep this.”
“Thank you,” said Rem, moving his arm. None of them had said much while Nancy was in the room.
“You’re welcome.” She eyed the drops of blood on the floor. “I’ll send someone in to clean.”
“Sorry about that,” said Rem.
Nancy didn’t look too concerned and left the room.
Rem sat back. “I’m screwed no matter what I do.”
“No, you’re not,” said Daniels. “You can get the video from the lot to see if you can find the car and we can do the same to learn who delivered the note and flowers. That could lead somewhere.”
Rem snorted. “You know as well as I do that it probably won’t.”
Mikey sat on the edge of the bed and faced Rem. “You can’t let her get to you. It’s what she wants.”
Rem stood. “You both know she can make good on her threat.” He looked at Daniels. “You’re going to go home soon and the guard outside your door isn’t going with you. Are you comfortable with that? Are you comfortable with Marjorie possibly being a target, too?” He spoke to Mikey. “And you and Mason aren’t safe either. You could walk through the parking lot at SCOPE and be mowed down.” He gripped his neck. “I can’t stop her.”
“Yes, you can,” said Mikey.
“Don’t let her use this against you,” said Daniels. “You rejected her offer and she’s calling your bluff. Now you need to call hers.”
Rem whirled toward him and Mikey. “And risk your lives in the process?”
“Rem, listen,” said Mikey. “Right now you’re—”
“No.” Rem shook his head. “The risk is too great.” He held Mikey’s gaze. “I love you, but I don’t think we can keep doing this. Maybe…we should stop seeing each other.”
Mikey’s face fell. “No.”
“Rem,” added Daniels. “I think you’re overreacting.”
“No, I’m not.” Rem walked over to Mikey. “It’s too dangerous. If something were to—”
“Stop it,” said Mikey. “This is not the answer. We just found each other.”
“And I will not risk your life to save my own,” said Rem. He reached for her. “It’s the smart thing to do.”
Mikey’s eyes widened. “No, it isn’t.”
“I don’t like it either, but we don’t have a choice.”
Mikey pulled away from him. “You’re going to sacrifice everything we have because of Margaret?”
“I’m sorry…” Looking as if it hurt to hold eye contact with her, Rem turned away. “…But I can’t do this, Mikey.”
The room went quiet, and Daniels wished he knew what to say. Mikey, her face flat, shook her head. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her eyes shimmering, and her cheeks red, she stomped toward the door and walked out.
Rem cursed and studied the floor.
Daniels waited. “Well…?”
Rem turned toward him. His face reflected his distress. “Well what?”
Daniels hardened his tone. “Just don’t stand there, you jackass. Go get her. If anyone’s going to keep you sane through all of this, it’s going to be her, so don’t let her walk away.”
Rem tensed, his forehead furrowed, and he eyed the door. A few torturous seconds passed. “Hell,” he said, and he ran out of the room.

Rem darted into the hall and saw Mikey turn the corner toward the elevators. “Mikey,” he yelled. Ignoring the stares from the people around him, he ran after her. He rounded the corner and saw her walking at a good clip down the corridor. “Mikey, wait.” He jogged after her, but she kept moving. “Michaela,” he yelled, his tone sterner.
She stopped, crossed her arms, but didn’t turn.
Rem approached her just as a door marked Maintenance opened and a man stepped out wearing a uniform. The man walked away, and Rem took Mikey’s elbow. “Come with me.” Looking down the hall, he tugged on her arm and walked into the Maintenance room with her behind him. He saw a sink and shelves of cleaning supplies and the door closed behind them.
Mikey sniffed and swiped at her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Another tear escaped, and she bit her lip.
“I just don’t know what to do.” He took her wrist and slid his fingers into hers. He was happy when she squeezed his hand. “If I were to lose you, I…” He clenched his jaw when he couldn’t finish the sentence.
“You’re pushing me away,” she said, her voice unsteady.
He groaned. “I don’t want to. But at least you’re alive.”
“Just because you break up with me doesn’t keep me safe. Why can’t you see that?”
Frustrated, Rem stepped closer and dropped his head onto her shoulder. “I don’t know what to do,” he whispered.
She ran her free hand into his hair and held him close. He felt her sigh against his neck. “You know this is her plan, don’t you? She wants us apart.”
Needing to feel her against him, he let go of her hand and wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back. “I know,” he said.
“You said so yourself. You, scared and vulnerable, is her goal. And when you are, she won’t have to lift a finger against us to get what she wants from you.” She tightened her hold. “Don’t give her that. Don’t let her win.”
Closing his eyes, Rem smelled Mikey’s hair and wished he could hide with her in the Maintenance closet forever.
“You have to fight back.”
He took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I can.”
She pulled away and he raised his head and met her gaze. “I know you can.”
Rem rested his forehead against hers. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
His heart pounded when he stared into her eyes, and he gave in. There was no way to live without her. “I love you, Michaela Redstone.”
She moved her arms up and wrapped them around his neck. “And I love you, Aaron Remalla.” She tipped her face up and brought her lips to his.
Rem returned the kiss, but in his mind, he saw his name on the front of the envelope that had been delivered to Daniels. It had been addressed to Aaron. Not Rem or Remalla. But why? It was as if—
He raised his head, remembering him and Mikey calling each other by their first names right before their first kiss.
Mikey frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“Aaron,” he said. “They used my first name.”
“What are you talking about?”
He recalled Manetti calling him the night before when Rem was in his kitchen. They’d discussed their visit to the hospital with Annabelle. Thinking back further, he recalled the dead chipmunk swinging from a shelf in his pantry. Shocked, he straightened, coming to an uncomfortable conclusion. “Holy hell, Mikey.” He looked at her. “They can hear us.” In disbelief, he grabbed her hand, and pulled her out of the closet.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
MONK TOOK THE LAST puff of his cigarette and hung up the phone. He put the cigarette out against the wooden railing, walked into the house and dropped the butt into the toilet. After flushing it, he left the bathroom and entered the dining area, where Curtis and Terrance sat with Margaret. Chester the cat had jumped into her lap, and she petted the animal’s head. Monk couldn’t help but make comparisons to Dr. Evil in the Austin Power movies. 
“What’d I miss?” asked Monk, sitting next to Margaret.
Curtis scratched his scar. “We were just telling the boss about Daniels. He’s left the hospital and he’s home along with his wife. Looks like she’s back in the house. The kid, too.”
Monk nodded. “Not surprising.”
Terrance spoke. “That detective Manetti took time off to spend with his wife, who was pretty shaken by the near miss in the parking lot. She’s been home recuperating from her sprained shoulder and bruised hip.”
Curtis grunted. “If Remalla hadn’t pushed her out of the way, it would have been a hell of a lot worse than a bad shoulder and hip.”
Monk pulled out a piece of gum and popped it in his mouth. “And the captain?”
“Lozano keeps a routine,” said Terrance. “We could hit him whenever you give the word.” He spoke to Margaret. “Same goes for your brother’s partner and girlfriend.”
“And since Mason and Mikey live together, we could do them both whenever you give the word,” said Curtis with a sneer.
Margaret replied with a chilly tone. “I told you to leave them to me.”
Curtis tensed. “No problem. You change your mind though—”
“I won’t,” she said. Chester jumped off her lap, and Margaret glanced at Monk. “How is it with the investigation into Harry’s death?”
“My contacts tell me there’s been little progress. Other than Harry’s connections to New York, they haven’t learned much. Nobody’s talking at the complex, either, about Tonya or Harry.”
“We made sure of that,” said Curtis. “The cops have our first names,” he eyed Terrance, “but nothing else.”
“Good.” Margaret sat back.
“Plus,” said Monk, “they didn’t get anything from the car Curtis stole to target Manetti and his wife, nor much from the video from the hospital. The teenager Terrance paid to deliver the flowers hasn’t been located.”
“The kid was just walking by. He has no connections to the hospital, plus he was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses. They’ll never find him,” said Terrance.
“I also have a new update.” Monk crumpled his gum wrapper and tossed it on the table. “The audio devices were discovered. My contacts say it’s gone quiet.” He waited for Margaret’s reaction.
Margaret picked at some cat hair on her pants. “To be honest, I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner. Although, I was anticipating them to try and lure us out by giving us false information.”
“I wondered about that myself,” said Monk. “But once they figured out we’d bugged not just Remalla’s place, but Daniels’ and Mason’s too, they likely just pulled the plug.” He chewed his gum. “A trap wouldn’t have worked anyway, but it would have been fun to disappoint them.”
Margaret set her forearm on the table. “Remalla doesn’t want his friends at risk. It’s his poor attempt at protecting them.”
“Too bad that’s not going to happen,” said Curtis.
“You understand he’s not to be touched, either, until I give the say.” Margaret hardened her gaze. “He needs to suffer.”
“Understood,” said Terrance. “When do you want to start?”
Margaret shot a look at Monk.
“We’re ready when you are,” said Monk. “Once you give the word, we all know our assignments. Then we’ll disappear. It’s going to be too hot to stick around here until it cools down. I’d advise the same for you. I’ve told you already I know of a place to go.”
“Don’t worry about me, Monk. I always land on my feet.” She ran her fingers through a strand of hair. “Besides, what’s the point of making him suffer if I can’t hang around to watch. Plus, I have my plans for Mason and Mikey. Once you’re finished, then I’ll begin. By the time I leave…” she stared off, “…there’ll be nothing left for me here.”
“Just say the word if you need a place to land,” said Monk.
Margaret nodded.
“We can mobilize in twenty-four hours,” added Monk. “Do we have the go ahead?”
Margaret smirked. “I’m in a good mood. Let’s give Detective Remalla a little longer to save himself. Who knows? He may change his mind and make contact.”
Monk didn’t expect that to happen but kept his thoughts to himself.
Margaret stood. “I’ll give the green light when I’m ready, and when I do…,” her tone sharpened and her look left nothing to the imagination, “…let it all burn.” After making eye contact with each of them, she turned and walked away.
Curtis snickered. “Outstanding.”

Daniels stood in his bathroom, staring at his shaved head with the staples in his scalp. He was back at home and still adjusting, but he’d at least been able to enjoy his first uninterrupted nights of sleep since leaving the hospital. Grateful for the rest and to be back together with his family, he told himself to get over his hair loss. He slipped the knitted cap back over his head and left the bathroom. Marjorie had told him to stay in bed, but instead he slid on his robe and left the bedroom. Hearing his wife in the kitchen and J.P.’s babble, he walked down the stairs, pleased his legs felt strong and his energy levels decent.
He got to the bottom when Marjorie rounded the corner. Her eyes widened. “What are you doing up? You’re supposed to be resting.”
He scratched his itchy scar. “I’m tired of being in bed.”
She took his arm and guided him toward the couch. “And you’re supposed to be wearing your helmet.”
“Honey, I walk on a treadmill for therapy, and I haven’t fallen once, or even come close. I think I’m capable of walking down the stairs without wearing that silly thing.”
He got to the couch and sat, and Marjorie sat beside him. J.P. played with his toy train near the coffee table. Marjorie took Daniels’ hand. “Listen, I know you’re some kind of wunderkind because patients with your injury rarely do as well as you have. You’ve left the hospital sooner than anyone expected, and you have no lingering aftereffects other than your headaches.”
Daniels settled back on the couch. “It hurts when I laugh. Does that count?”
She poked him in the arm. “Be serious. Despite all of that, you’re not impervious to injury no matter how well you’re doing. Banfield even said so himself. Patients like you risk getting overconfident because they think they can return to normal too quickly and end up hurting themselves. You have to be careful.”
Daniels sighed. “It’s not in my nature to just sit around.”
“I know, but you don’t have a choice.” She squeezed his fingers. “I’m going back to work tomorrow. How am I supposed to do that if you’re not going to watch out for yourself?”
“I know you’re worried, but I’m not glass. I feel okay. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t push it. I don’t want to risk my health any more than you do. I finally have my family back. You think I want to lose that?”
Her face softened. “I know you don’t.”
“I’ll take it easy, but I can’t sit in bed all day. My mental health is just as important as my physical health.”
She held his gaze and snuggled next to him. “Just be careful, please? My mental health is fragile, too.”
He raised his arm and put it around her. “I’m very aware. I know sitting in that hospital, scared to death, is just another form of trauma.” He could only imagine the amount of fear she’d felt.
She put her head on his shoulder. “It’s wonderful to have you back. I’m so happy to be home.”
Daniels rested his chin on her head. “You’re sure? It’s not just because I’m recovering?” No matter what Rem had told him, Daniels couldn’t help but wonder about Marjorie’s return.
She raised her head. “What kind of question is that?”
He hesitated. “It’s stupid, I know, but the therapist said to talk about what’s bothering us. Plus, we found out that our living room had a listening device in it for God-knows-how-long.” He paused. “I half expected you to back out once Rem told us.”
She put a hand on his chest. “I’ll admit, that was upsetting, but all it did was make me mad. I don’t blame you for it.” She fiddled with the lapel on his robe. “It’s what I’ve had to work through during our separation. After what happened with Oswald, I was confused, frightened, and exhausted. I needed a place to direct my anger and I directed it at you.”
Daniels placed his free hand over hers. “You had a right to be angry. I kept things from you I shouldn’t have.”
She shook her head. “Let’s not rehash old wounds. We’ve covered plenty of that in our sessions. I’m just saying that I’m here because I want to be, and no matter what happens, I’m your partner, not your enemy. As long as we have open and clear communication, we can work through anything.”
Daniels recalled his shock when Rem had told him he was certain someone was listening at his house. After the tech guys had checked and confirmed Rem’s theory, they’d sent a team to Daniels’ and Mason’s homes, too, and had found listening devices there as well. There had been a brief discussion with Lozano about leaving the devices in place. Doing so would allow Rem to provide enough information to try and draw out whoever had been listening, which they’d all assumed was Margaret and her cronies. Daniels had immediately argued that he was not going to keep anything from Marjorie and there was no way he was going to ask her to come home and have someone listen in at the same time. Rem had agreed and told Lozano to remove the devices. He wanted them gone as much as Daniels did and didn’t want to risk anyone else’s safety. Thinking back, Daniels hoped they’d made the right decision. He rubbed Marjorie’s shoulder. “After yet another invasion of our privacy, I was worried you’d reconsider.”
Marjorie traced her thumb over his fingers. “You love your job, and I would never ask you to leave it, and I accept the risks that come with that. I love you and I’ll take you however I can get you.”
Daniels pulled her close again. “I hate that you even have to think like that.”
“I guess that comes with the territory if you marry one of the good guys. Military spouses go through much worse, so I’m counting my blessings.”
“If it ever gets to be too much, tell me. I can do other things. Your happiness is paramount to me. J.P.’s too.” As if in response, J.P. squealed and banged his train against the floor.
Marjorie chuckled. “I wouldn’t do that to Rem. I saw how hard it was for you when he left the force.”
“Rem would understand. He’d do whatever he could to protect Mikey.”
Marjorie tilted her head toward him. “They look good together, don’t they?” Rem and Mikey had stayed at Daniels’ house to watch J.P. while Marjorie went to pick up Daniels and bring him home. “They can’t stop looking at each other and they’re constantly touching.” She laid her head back on his shoulder. “Remember when we used to be like that?”
“Who says we aren’t?” Daniels smiled into her hair. “I don’t know about you, but I plan to make up for lost time.” He kissed her forehead. “We can start tonight.”
“Tonight?” She glanced up at him with a grin. “You’re sure you’re strong enough?”
He met her gaze. “Lady, when it comes to you, strength isn’t the issue. It’s stamina.” He kissed her nose. “You wear me out.”
Her grin grew. “That comes with having a sexy husband who drives me wild.”
“I’ll take the blame for that any day.”
Her smile fell and her gaze drifted. He sensed her shift in mood. “Can I ask you something?” she said.
“Anything.”
She fiddled with his robe again. “It’s silly, but it’s on my mind.”
“What is it?” He waited.
“That first day when you were in the hospital. Kate Schultz stopped by. She was understandably upset, and she mentioned she’d seen you the previous night. I was too out of it to even talk to her, but I’ve been wondering why she said that to me.” She paused and spoke softly. “Did something happen between you two?”
Daniels could feel her tense against him. “Nothing happened. We bumped into each other at a bar. I’d been in a pissy mood.” He recalled the evening. “That was supposed to be our date night, remember?”
She nodded against him.
Remembering their therapist’s advice, he chose to be honest. “We had a few drinks, and I walked her home. She made a pass at me, but I turned her down and left.”
Marjorie sat up. “She what? She made a pass at you?”
“She invited me in, but I declined. Told her I was in love with my wife and wasn’t interested.”
“I knew it. She’s always had a thing for you.”
Daniels reached up and swept a strand of hair from Marjorie’s cheek. “So what if she does? It doesn’t matter.”
“Of course it does. How dare she?” Her gaze hardened. “If I ever see that woman, I’m—”
“Honey, she’s lonely. She and her boyfriend broke up and her long-time companion is her job. She had a few drinks and made a mistake. She’s already apologized for it.”
“Apologized? When?”
“She stopped by the hospital. Said it was a stupid mistake and would never happen again. She wanted to be sure we were still friends.”
“I bet.” She scowled. “I’ve never liked that woman.”
“You barely know her. The only reason Kate is attracted to me is because we knew each other when we were kids. She’s comfortable with me.”
“And she was damn sure hoping you’d be comfortable with her.”
“You’ve got nothing to worry about. I forgave her but told her our bar excursions were over.”
“You better believe they are.” She huffed and rested her head back into the hollow of Daniels’ neck. “Or she and I are going to have a talk. Nobody messes with my husband.”
Daniels pulled her against him. “My fierce wife.”
Marjorie wrapped her arm around his waist. “I almost lost you and I’m not going to put up with some lonely woman ready to make you her next conquest.”
Happy to see his wife’s protective instincts emerge, Daniels’ heart warmed. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” She squeezed him. “Although I can understand why she likes you. I suppose most women are jealous of me. I’m pretty lucky.”
“Me, too.”
J.P. squealed again, got up and ran over to Daniels. He smacked Daniels’ leg. “Daddy. Pay wif me.”
Daniels ruffled his son’s hair. “You bet, little man.”
J.P. tugged on his arm. “Pay now.”
Daniels groaned but couldn’t resist his son’s plea. “You got it.” He moved his arm from Marjorie’s shoulder and sat up. “Duty calls, Babe.” Marjorie sat up, too.
She gave him a quick kiss. “You play but take it easy.”
“I will.” Daniels shifted to join J.P. on the floor, but Marjorie held his arm.
“You know,” she said, leaning into him. “J.P. goes down for his nap in an hour.” She whispered in Daniels’ ear. “If your stamina is up for it, maybe we can start making up for lost time a little sooner than tonight.”
Heat bloomed in Daniels’ belly and spread. If J.P. hadn’t been there, he’d have taken Marjorie in his arms and had his way with her right there on the couch. He shifted toward her, tipped her chin up with his finger and kissed her. The kiss lingered and deepened. When J.P. shrieked and called for his daddy again, Daniels pulled back.
Her cheeks flushed, Marjorie bit her lip and held his gaze.
“That’s a date,” he said, and his heart fluttering, he kissed his wife again, thinking ahead about all the delicious things he would do to her, and anticipating his afternoon, sat on the floor to play with his son.



Chapter Thirty
REM SAT AT HIS desk but kept an eye on Manetti. He’d returned to work after taking time off and had been uncharacteristically quiet. Sitting at his desk, he’d opened his bag of dried kale chips, but they remained untouched. Rem decided to break the silence. He closed the open folder in front of him and sat forward. “You okay?” 
Manetti looked over at him. “I’m fine. I was just catching up on what I missed.”
“It’s not much.”
Manetti eyed his monitor. “I can tell.”
“The car that almost hit you was stolen, and the prints wiped, and the video from the delivery I received showed a grainy image of a young kid with a baseball cap we haven’t seen since.”
Manetti studied his screen and raised his brow. “Someone was bugging your house?”
Hating to think about it, Rem blew out his cheeks. “Yeah. My kitchen and living room. Daniels and Mason Redstone, too, only it was just their living rooms.”
Manetti read some more and then swiveled his monitor to the side. “How did you figure that out?”
“It clicked for a variety of reasons.” He kept his intimate moments with Mikey to himself. “But the two big ones were my conversation with you and the dead chipmunk. I was in the kitchen when I spoke to you about our plans to visit Daniels with Annabelle. That’s how they knew you would be at the hospital.”
“What the hell is the dead chipmunk? I didn’t know about that.”
“That happened before Daniels was assaulted. Someone hung a dead chipmunk in my pantry. I’d wondered how they got into my house, but then I remembered that after Oswald Fry, I’d changed my alarm code. To make sure I remembered it, I repeated it several times. They obviously heard it and that’s how they got in.”
“Why would someone do that to a chipmunk?”
Rem wondered the same thing. “It was a specific message to me. I didn’t report it because I didn’t see the point.”
Manetti’s brow furrowed. “Haven’t they heard of email?”
Rem chuckled, surprised at how far he’d come since that day. “How’s Annabelle?”
Manetti’s brow creased. “She’s better but she’s been having nightmares.”
Rem understood that aftereffect. “It’s normal. The physical stuff is easy to recover from. The mental…not so much.”
Manetti fiddled with a pencil. “I’ve struggled too. I can still see and hear that car.” He paused. “If you hadn’t shoved us out of the way…” He gripped the pencil.
Rem recalled his own fear that awful day. “I know how you feel. It’s terrifying to think you might lose someone you love.” He hated to think Annabelle could have died because of Margaret. “This may sound crazy, but I want to apologize.”
Manetti frowned. “For what? None of that was your fault. Hell, if it hadn’t been for you, Annie and I could both be dead.”
“And if it hadn’t been for me, none of it would have happened.”
Manetti set the pencil down. “That’s a cockamamie way of looking at it. That’s our job, isn’t it? To catch the bad guys? And if one of them turns on us, that’s not our fault. It’s the risk we take. I may be a rookie to all of this, but I know that much.”
Impressed, Rem raised the side of his mouth. “You sound like Daniels.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“It was meant as one.”
Manetti smiled. “How is he, by the way? I heard he went home.”
“He did. Doctor said he’s a miracle patient. He’s doing therapy and it’ll be a while before he’s back at work, but he’s on the mend.”
“That’s great. I bet you’re relieved.”
“I think we all are.”
Manetti nodded. “You two have been partners a long time.”
“We have. I’ve known him ten years.”
“You’ve been partners all that time?”
Rem shook his head. “No, but I tend to tell people that because it feels like it. We actually met when we were officers but weren’t partnered up. After we were promoted to detectives, we worked together on a series of murders where the victims were prostitutes. After we caught the killer, we were paired up.”
“You guys are lucky. You’re a great team.”
“I think most partners get pretty close. Especially in this job.” He interlaced his fingers. “Don’t worry. You’ll find your match.”
“I wonder.” Manetti stared off. “I’m not sure if I’m even cut out for this job.”
Rem recalled the past. “Daniels said the same thing. It took a little time for him to adjust.”
“Really? He’s so confident and assured. I can’t imagine him being uncertain about anything. You, too.”
“That comes with experience, Manetti. You stick around long enough, and you’ll get there.” He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a candy bar. “Trust the process. It worked for me and Daniels. It will work for you, too.”
Manetti grimaced at the candy but didn’t say anything. “Have you two had any close calls?” He gestured at Rem. “I know about your history with Victor D’Mato. That had to make you think twice about coming back.”
Rem couldn’t prevent a shudder when the memories flared. “That was an unusual case, and maybe I had a few doubts at the time, and then obviously, when I got overwhelmed, I left for a while, but I came back. I guess I’m just not cut out for a routine job.”
“It’s understandable. I don’t think I could have handled what you’ve endured.”
“You might be surprised at what you can tolerate.”
Manetti opened his bag of kale chips and grabbed one. “What about before that? Any other close calls?”
“We’ve had a few,” said Rem, thinking of the Makeup Artist and Rutger, “but we survived.” He unwrapped his candy bar. “Most of the time, though, it’s mundane stuff. The big excitement is when you find the evidence you need to catch someone and get them off the street. Those are the moments that keep you going.”
Manetti popped the piece of kale in his mouth. “I once saw a TV show where two cops had trigger words they would use if one of them was in trouble. You and Daniels have anything like that?”
Rem scratched his jaw. “Actually, we do. Or at least we did. It’s been a while though since we’ve had that discussion.”
Manetti sat up. “What were they? And after what happened at the hospital, should you and I have some?”
“I suppose we could, although Daniels and I have never used ours.”
“What are they?”
Rem recalled them vividly. “Well, I wanted mine to be Taco del Fuego, but Daniels argued that would be dumb because he wouldn’t know if I was actually in trouble or just hungry.”
Manetti smiled and ate another kale chip.
Rem broke off a piece of the candy bar. “So, I came up with brussel sprouts because he knew I’d never mention that intentionally.” He ate the piece of chocolate. “He said his word would be marbles because he knew I’d lost mine.” He chuckled at the memory.
Manetti chewed his kale. “What about me and you? What’s your word if you’re in trouble?”
Rem shrugged. “Why not stick with brussel sprouts? I think it’s solid.”
“Probably smart. What about mine for you?”
“That’s easy.” Rem broke off another bar of chocolate. “Carbs.”
Manetti grinned. “I suppose I deserve that.”
“You bet. I know for a fact that if you ever utter the word, you need some help.”
Manetti ate another chip and closed the bag. “Well, hopefully, we won’t need to use them.”
“That’s the plan,” said Rem. He swallowed and popped the other bite of chocolate in his mouth.
Manetti relaxed and seemed more like himself after their talk. “Seriously though. Thank you for saving Annabelle. If I had the budget, I’d buy you a crate of chocolate bars.”
“Just doing my job,” said Rem, “but you’re welcome.”
Manetti slid his jacket off and flipped it over the back of his chair. “So, where are we on the investigation?”
“Not much further than when you left. While you were out, Lozano assigned me to help Mel and Garcia with a string of car thefts. Said he didn’t want me working alone.”
“I bet that made you happy.”
“Let’s just say Lozano and I disagreed, but he didn’t care what I thought.”
Manetti glanced toward Lozano’s office. “I wouldn’t want to make him mad, but he’s right. After Daniels, you shouldn’t be alone.”
“If anyone wanted to come after me, they would have done it by now.”
“He’s on edge. He almost lost one detective. He doesn’t want to lose another.”
Rem still believed Lozano had overreacted. “Since I couldn’t work on either Blasek’s or Allison’s case, that means we have work to do. We need to start checking those gambling sites. I figure we can do that today.” He wrapped up his chocolate, put it in his desk drawer, stood and pushed in his chair.
“Right now?” asked Manetti.
“No time like the present.” Rem picked up his list of places to check. “This is going to take some time.”
Manetti straightened his desk and grabbed his jacket. “I guess so. Let me finish my carrot juice.” He grabbed a thermos, and Rem grimaced when Manetti took a big swig, capped it, and set it down. “I’m ready.”

They spent the next two days checking every place they could find or were directed to that might involve gambling. On the morning of the third day, Rem sat at his desk. Weary, he reviewed his list.
Manetti sat across from him, looking just as weary. “Any other places we should check?”
Rem saw a name at the bottom of the list he’d forgotten to exclude. He picked up a pencil and crossed it out. “I’ve gotten the distinct impression these businesses prefer not to discuss their clients.” He set the paper down and rubbed his face.
“No kidding.” Manetti stifled a yawn. “It’s possible we may have missed someone who knew something, though. Maybe we should do a second sweep? We could get lucky.”
Rem dreaded going back and trying again, but they were quickly running out of options. “What about Allison? We could revisit her murder case.”
Manetti massaged his shoulder. “We’d basically be doing the same thing as the gambling sites. Talking to the same people twice. Take your pick.” His eyes watered when he yawned.
“You get any sleep last night?”
“Not much.”
Rem set his list aside and grabbed a bag of peanuts out of his drawer. “With all the places we’ve gone and the people we’ve talked to, plus your workout schedule and veggie intake, I’d think you’d sleep like a rock.”
Manetti wiped his eyes. “Normally I do, but I had a dream last night. It freaked me out, and that was it for sleep.”
All too familiar with nightmares, Rem opened the bag of nuts. “Care to discuss?”
His face taut, Manetti moved some things around his desk, but then leaned in. “I dreamed of a car racing toward Annabelle.” His jaw tightened. “And I couldn’t move. I was frozen. She screamed my name, and I couldn't do shit. The car raced toward her, my heart was pounding, and just as it hit her, I woke up shaking.” He shuddered. “And I can’t stop thinking about it.”
Rem understood his fears. “I can imagine.”
Manetti’s expression fell. “I can’t help but think it’s a message. Would I be able to do what you did? I know it’s part of our training, but now I question if I would have the guts to run in front of a moving vehicle to save you or anyone else.”
Rem knew this was a pivotal moment for anyone in law enforcement. Could you risk your life to save another? “The way I see it, you took this job for a reason. If it wasn’t in you, you wouldn’t be here.”
Manetti didn’t look convinced. “I hope you’re right.”
“We all have the same fear, but when it happens, instinct kicks in, and you just act.” Rem ate a peanut. “If you’re lucky though, you’ll never have to experience it.”
“But until I do, I’ll never know for sure, will I?”
“Catch-twenty-two, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Manetti sat back.
“And don’t worry so much about the dream. It doesn’t mean anything other than you’re worrying too much.” Rem chewed and wiped his fingers on his jeans.
“Maybe.”
“Believe me, if Annabelle was in trouble, you’d do whatever it takes to protect her. I promise you.” He thought of Mikey.
Manetti looked up. “I’d like to think so.” His phone rang and he answered it. “Manetti.” He listened and straightened. “You’re kidding. Who?” He slid a pad of paper over and picked up his pencil. “She’s at the county jail?” He scribbled on the pad. “Absolutely. We want to talk to her. Thanks.” He hung up. “We’ve got our first break.”
Rem perked up. “What is it?”
“We just got a hit on those prints in Blasek’s apartment. A woman was arrested yesterday for assault. She’s in county and her prints match the ones at Harry’s.”
“Seriously?”
Manetti stood. “She hasn’t made bail yet, so if we want to talk to her, we need to go now.” He ripped the paper off the pad. “Her name’s Elizabeth Willis.”
Thrilled to finally have some good news and a solid lead, Rem tossed his bag of peanuts into the desk drawer. If this panned out, maybe there was some hope they’d find Margaret before she made her next move. He grabbed his jacket. “Let’s go.”

Rem and Manetti sat in a small room at a square table with four chairs, waiting to speak to Elizabeth Willis. A few minutes passed, and a side door opened, and a guard entered with a woman in an orange jumpsuit. Her dark short hair was teased high, and she wore big, gold hoop earrings which bounced as she walked. Rem wondered how she’d managed to keep those since the personal belongings of inmates were normally confiscated when they arrived at the jail. The guard sat her in one of the empty seats and left.
“Who are you two?” she asked. Becoming animated, she sat up. “If you’re cops, you should know I had every right to beat that girl. She was homing in on my business. You mess with my clients, then you mess with me.” She smirked. “Bitch.”
Rem pulled out his badge and introduced himself and Manetti, who also held out his badge. “We are cops, but we aren’t here about your case. And I would advise you to speak to an attorney about your charges before you say anything else to us.”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Of all the things I’ve done in my life, I can’t believe my first arrest is for assault. Ha,” she laughed. “Crazy is what it is. I’m just waiting for my guy to pay my bail, then I’m outta here. Screw all these charges.” She pointed at herself. “I know my rights.”
“Actually, ma’am,” said Manetti, “we could testify against you.”
She dropped her jaw. “That ain’t right. I’m just tellin’ you what happened. That woman was working in my territory. You don’t do that in my line of work. You get what I’m saying?”
Rem held up his hand. “Again, that’s not why we’re here.”
“Then why are you wasting my time?”
Manetti pulled out a photo of Harry Blasek. “Do you know this man?”
Rem prayed silently to himself when she eyed the picture.
“Harry? Course I know Harry. He’s a good customer.” She slumped. “He arrested, too? I told him to be more careful with the ladies he talks to. They can be total assholes.”
Manetti glanced at Rem. “He’s dead, ma’am.”
Her eyes rounded. “No. You serious?”
“Someone shot him in the back,” said Rem. “We found your fingerprints at his place.”
She fell back in her seat, her mouth open. “Oh, man. I wondered what he was into. Dude should have been more careful.” She ran a long nail down her neck. “He did like to gamble though. Guess he played one too many ponies.”
Hopeful, Rem’s heartrate picked up its pace. “Sounds like you knew him well. How did you meet him?”
She crossed her arms. “Well, if I told you that, you might have reason to charge me for something else.”
“We don’t care about that,” said Rem. “We just want to know about Harry. What you do on your own time is your business.”
She flicked a look between him and Manetti. “He paid me to spend some time with him. I went to his place, and we talked.”
“Just talked?” asked Manetti.
Her eyes narrowed. “Is that so hard to believe?”
Manetti put the picture away. “No, ma’am.”
“And stop calling me ma’am. Call me Liz.”
“What did you and Harry talk about, Liz?” asked Manetti.
“Life. Problems. Women. Men. Shit like that.” She rested her forearms on the table. “You’d be surprised how many men just want to talk.”
“Did he mention work?” asked Rem. “Did he tell you what he did for a living?”
She stared off. “He just said he’d worked for some bad dudes in his life, but he was looking forward to getting out for a while. Said he had a big payday comin’ and was planning to take some time off afterward.”
“Did he say what this big payday was?” asked Rem.
“No.”
“Did you see him just the one time?” asked Manetti.
“I saw him twice. Not long after our night of talking, he contacted me. Said he wanted to take me out and to dress nice.” She smiled. “He was a gentleman.” Her smile fell. “Most aren’t in my line of work.”
“Where did he take you?” asked Rem.
“To the track. He liked to bet on the horses.” Her smile returned. “We sat at the bar in some VIP area. He knew the bartender, and Harry bought the drinks while he made his bets.” She snorted. “Bastard made a grand that day and gave me half. Can you believe that?” She expelled a breath. “Shit. I can’t believe he’s dead.”
Manetti pulled out his small notebook and Rem couldn’t help but think of Daniels. “Can you tell us what track this was?” asked Manetti.
She gave them the name and told them the general location of the VIP area.
“We went there and asked around,” said Rem, “but no one knew Harry.”
“Did you go to the VIP section?” asked Liz.
Rem couldn’t recall. “I don’t think so.”
“Then that’s your problem.” Liz fiddled with one of her earrings.
“What about the bartender?” asked Rem. “Can you describe him?”
“I can do better than that,” said Liz. “His name’s Reed. Good looking dude. He was giving me free drinks. I gave him my number.” She leaned in. “Maybe if you two talk to him, tell him I’m available and to give me a call?” She winked at Rem.

Rem walked into the familiar lobby of the racetrack with Manetti behind him. They spoke to someone up front, showed their badges and explained why they were there. They were pointed in the direction of the VIP area and were told they were in luck. Reed had just started his shift.
Heading toward the back, Rem saw a roped off area with a swanky bar, plush seats, and several TV sets, all showing various horse-racing tracks. A few patrons were already seated and drinking even though it was barely noon. Rem recalled him and Manetti asking around when they’d been there before but had not spoken to anyone named Reed. He approached the bar and spotted the bartender. Seeing the man’s nametag, Rem held out his badge after Reed served a customer and walked over to them.
Manetti showed his badge, too, and introduced them. “We’d like to talk to you about a man named Harry Blasek.” He held out the photo. “You know him?”
Reed studied the picture. “Hank? Hell, yeah, I know him. Nice guy and a big tipper.” He wiped the counter with a cloth. “He in some kind of trouble?”
“He’s dead,” said Rem. “Someone shot him.”
Reed stopped wiping. “Are you serious?”
“Very,” said Manetti. “What can you tell us about him?”
Reed stared in shock. “Not much. He just liked to come in to relax. We talked but not about anything personal.”
“He come here with a woman named Liz?” asked Rem.
“Liz?” asked Reed. “He did. Pretty lady. Big talker.”
“Was she Hank’s girlfriend?” asked Manetti.
Reed hesitated. “I got the impression they were just friends. She gave me her number. Harry didn’t seem to care.”
Check mark on Liz’s story thought Rem. “Harry ever talk to you about his work? We’re looking for anything that might help us find who killed him.”
Reed shook his head. “No. Never.”
Rem deflated. He’d been so hopeful this would lead somewhere. “He ever mention any acquaintances? Did he ever bring anyone else here besides Liz?”
“No,” said Reed. “He didn’t. It was usually just him.” He tossed the cloth over his shoulder. “I wish I could be more help.”
Manetti’s phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket. Rem could see Annabelle’s name on the display. “I need to take this.” He answered and stepped away.
Rem remained at the bar. “Hank never told you anything personal? Did he play the horses anywhere else?”
Reed wiped his fingers on the towel. “Hell if I know. Most guys like Hank gamble at more than one place, but he liked it here.” He paused. “Actually, he played the lottery.” Reed pressed a finger to his jaw. “Last time he was here, he left a ticket behind. I almost forgot.” He glanced behind him. “I was going to give it to him when he came back.” He turned and pulled open a small drawer behind the bar. After digging through it, he pulled out a piece of paper. “Here it is.” He brought it to Rem. “Before he left, Hank took a call, wrote something on the back of the ticket, but then left it behind. I held onto it in case he had some winning numbers.”
Rem took the ticket. He saw a list of ten numbers and then flipped it over. On the back was an address. “You said he was talking on the phone when he wrote this down?”
“Yeah. Seemed pretty serious, too.”
His hope rising, Rem pulled out his phone and took a picture of the address. “Thanks for your help, Reed.” He tucked the ticket into his pocket and pulled out a card. “Call us if you think of anything else.”
“Sure thing.” Reed took the card. “Sorry I couldn’t offer more information. I liked Hank. I hope you guys catch who did this.”
Rem patted the counter. “Me, too.” His mind racing, he stepped away from the bar to find Manetti. Could this be the lead they’d been waiting for? Would the address take them to whoever had attacked Daniels? Anxious, he saw Manetti by the restrooms, still speaking on the phone.
Rem waited until Manetti hung up and then walked over.
“Everything okay?” asked Rem, reaching for the ticket.
“Annie’s had a hard day. She left work early and went home. Said she’d walked outside and heard a car roaring down the street and it scared her.” He rubbed his head and sighed.
Rem dropped his hand from his pocket.
“I think I should look in on her,” said Manetti. “Do you mind?”
Rem argued with himself. He needed to tell Manetti about the ticket, but Manetti had other things on his mind. Deciding to wait, Rem figured he could do a little digging and tell Manetti what he learned later. “Of course not. I’ll take you back to the station. You can get your car and go see her. It’s lunchtime anyway. Take an hour and make sure she’s okay.”
Manetti took a relieved breath. “Thank you.”
“It’s not a big deal.” Rem patted his pocket. “Who knows. Maybe I’ll break the case wide open while you’re out.”
Manetti put his phone away. “That would be nice.”
On the way back to the station, Rem’s conscience warred with him. The longer he held the ticket, the more he wondered how to handle it. If the address potentially led to Margaret, would it risk getting Manetti, or other officers, killed? At the same time, checking it out himself was stupid. Daniels would absolutely advise against it.
Once at the station. Manetti needed something from the squad room, so they both went inside. Rem sat at his desk, the ticket burning a hole in his pocket and on the verge of telling Manetti about it. Manetti grabbed something from his drawer and stopped before leaving. “You sure this is okay? I can stay if you want.”
Rem opened his mouth to tell Manetti the truth but couldn’t get the words out. In some part of his brain, finding Margaret felt personal to him. “Go, Manetti. I’ll hold down the fort.” He tried to calm Manetti’s fears. “I may run a few errands myself. Go pick up my dry cleaning.”
Manetti told Rem he’d be back in an hour and left.
Eyeing the door as it closed, Rem slid the ticket out of his pocket and reread the address. He swiveled to face his computer, typed in the password, and punched the address into the system. A name came up. Phillip and Pasha Sumner. Doing a quick check, he found no red flags. He debated starting a background check but didn’t want to take the time. He’d find out way more if he just went to the house. If he didn’t find anything there, then he could worry about their background. He punched a few more keys and pulled up a map. Phillip and Pasha lived on a swanky side of town with big homes and lots of acreage. Recalling the area, Rem knew there would be plenty of cover if someone wanted to hide there.
His mind warred with him again, but he told himself that the address would probably lead nowhere and even if he found something, he could call it in. Ignoring Daniels’ warning voice in his head, he opened his drawer, dropped the ticket into it, stood and left the squad room.



Chapter Thirty-One
FEELING GOOD AFTER ANOTHER round of physical therapy, Daniels walked up the steps to the police station. His mother-in-law had driven him to see his therapist that morning and he’d called a service to drive him home, but on a whim, he’d asked them to drop him off at the station instead, thinking an impromptu visit was just what he needed. He’d surprise Rem, Lozano, and Manetti and say hello to his co-workers. 
Marjorie would have argued with him, but Daniels had spent enough time at home, and he needed an outlet. Besides, he wouldn’t stay long, and he was sure either Rem or someone else would be able to drive him back to his house.
Adjusting the knit cap on his head, he walked into the station. His therapist would not be happy that he wasn’t wearing his helmet, but he figured his therapist didn’t have to know. Neither did Marjorie.
Shorty spotted him. “Daniels? Is that you?” He came around to the front of the counter. “My, gosh. Look at you. You look great.” He gave Daniels a warm hug.
“Thanks, Shorty. It’s good to be up and moving around.”
“Rem told us you were making progress. Considering what we heard when you were first injured, I figured you’d still be in bed.”
“I guess I’ve surprised a few people, especially my doctor.” Two officers walked by and seeing Daniels, stopped to say hello. The phone rang and Shorty had to return to the counter. “It’s great to see you,” he said, before answering the phone. “I told Rem we need to get back to our poker games when you’re up for it.”
“Sounds great,” said Daniels. He was stopped again by more familiar faces who greeted him. By the time he got up the stairs, he’d been there almost fifteen minutes. Finally breaking free, he walked through the squad doors.
Rem and Manetti weren’t at their desks, but he spotted Titus and Georgios, who stood in surprise. “Hell. Look at you,” said Georgios.
“What the hell are you doing here?” asked Titus. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
Seeing Rem’s usual mess spread all over what had been Daniels’ desk, Daniels sat in his chair, feeling good but a little winded. “I’ve been in bed long enough to put Rip Van Winkle to shame. I needed a change of scenery.” The blinds in Lozano’s office were open but Daniels didn’t see him. “Where is everybody?”
“Lozano’s in a meeting. I don’t know about Rem and Manetti. We just got back.” Titus sat and Georgios got some coffee. “How’s Marjorie and J.P.?”
They talked for a few minutes before Titus had to make a phone call and Georgios finished his coffee and had to follow up on a tip. Daniels was about to call Rem when the doors opened, and Manetti walked in. He stopped short when he saw Daniels.
“Hey, Manetti,” said Daniels, swiveling in his seat. “How are you?”
“Hey, Daniels.” He frowned. “Was I supposed to know you were coming? Rem didn’t say anything.”
“It’s a surprise visit. Thought I’d drop by and say hello. How are you? Where’s Rem?”
Manetti went to his desk. “I’m great. Rem’s running errands.” He sat. “I went to see Annabelle for lunch. She’s had a rough day and I thought I’d check in on her. It’s been hard for her since that day in the hospital lot.”
“I can imagine. I’m sure it was terrifying. That takes time to recover from.”
“How are you?”
“Doing pretty well.” Daniels updated him on Marjorie and J.P. and his health progress.
“Shouldn’t you be wearing a helmet or something?” asked Manetti.
Daniels almost groaned. “It’s fine. I’m strong enough now that I can manage without it.” He knew it was a half-truth, but he didn’t feel like a lecture from Manetti. “You said Rem went to run some errands?” He thought that was odd since Rem rarely ran errands during work hours.
“Yeah. We got a hit this morning on the fingerprints at Harry’s apartment. They belong to a woman named Elizabeth Willis who was arrested for assault. We talked to her, and she told us Harry used to hang out at the VIP bar at a local racetrack. We went there and spoke to the bartender who knew Harry.”
“Did you get anything from him?”
Manetti shook his head. “Annabelle called and Rem finished the conversation with the bartender. Then we came here, and I left to see Annie.”
Daniels wondered what the bartender had told Rem. “Did Rem say what errands he was running?”
“Said he had to pick up his dry cleaning.” Manetti opened his drawer and pulled out his dried kale chips. “You want some?” He offered the bag to Daniels.
Daniels declined. “Dry cleaning? Are you sure?” Daniels could recall only one time Rem had used a dry cleaner – to clean his suit for Daniels’ wedding after spilling coffee on it a week before the ceremony. Rem had panicked and Daniels had told him where to get it cleaned.
“That’s what he told me,” said Manetti. “Why?”
“Was he going anywhere else?”
“He didn’t say. Is that a problem?”
“I don’t know.” Daniels picked up his phone and dialed Rem. “Probably not.” The phone rang and went to voicemail. Daniels left a message telling Rem to call him. He hung up but a tinge of concern crawled up his spine.
“Are you worried about something?”
Daniels eyed the desk. “Well, first of all, he’s not back yet.”
“Maybe he stopped for lunch.”
“Rem’s lunch stops take fifteen minutes, max.” He looked over the piles of papers and flipped through the folders. None of it appeared helpful. Where could Rem have gone that he’d want to keep to himself?
“I’ll try him, too.” Manetti pulled out his phone and punched a button.
Daniels opened the top desk drawer and saw a lottery ticket. Knowing Rem didn’t play the lottery, he pulled it out. “You know anything about this?”
“No answer.” Manetti hung up the phone. “Is that a lottery ticket? I didn’t think he played.”
“He doesn’t.” Holding up the ticket, he saw writing on the back and flipped it over. “It’s an address.”
“What address?” Manetti came over to look at it.
“You have no idea what this is?”
“None.”
Daniels swiveled to the computer, hit a key and the screen came to life. He entered his password and it opened to a browser with a map search displayed. Daniels studied it and realized that the address on the back of the ticket was already pulled up. The tinge of concern became full-fledged worry. What the hell are you up to partner?
“Manetti?” he said, staring at the screen and familiarizing himself with the location.
“Yeah?”
Daniels looked up. “You got your car keys?”
“Of course. Why?”
Daniels stood. “Because we’re going for a ride.”

Rem squatted low in the grass and looking through the slats of the wooden fence that surrounded the large property, watched the house. He’d considered driving up and knocking on the door but once he was close and saw the gated enclosure, he chose to park down the road in a secluded spot and watch for a bit first. If Margaret or Curtis were in the house, he didn’t want to scare them off by revealing his presence.
The gate connected to a tall fence and Rem had followed the perimeter until he’d reached the side of the house and had a decent view. Thankfully, there were plenty of trees which helped conceal him. The house was big with a wide driveway leading up to it and paved stairs that led to an ornate glass and iron front door. The lawn was well manicured, and he could see a three-car garage. Behind the house was a wooded area with a pond and what looked like a rear entrance to the property. He watched for several minutes and seeing no activity, he almost gave up and returned to his car when the front door opened. He’d brought a pair of binoculars and he used them to get a closer look. A man stepped out. He was big and broad shouldered and had stubby close-cut blond hair and a scar on his cheek. Rem gripped the binoculars when he realized the man matched Daniels’ description of one of his attackers. The man stood on the porch for a moment and just stared. A few seconds later, a woman joined him. She was petite with long dark hair and seeing her, Rem’s breath caught in his throat. It was Margaret Redstone.
Not believing his eyes, he lowered the binoculars. His heart raced and his skin prickled. “Holy…” Trying to stay calm, he reached for his phone with shaky fingers when something hard pressed against his head, and he froze.
“Hello, Detective,” said a voice from behind him. “Nice of you to join us.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
THE MAN TOOK REM’S gun and phone, and Rem cautiously stood with his hands up. “Move,” said the man. “That way.” He tilted his head. 
The man was black and of average stature and Rem guessed this was the big guy’s buddy and Daniels’ second attacker. Since Rem hadn’t gotten a look at the man in his back seat, he couldn’t be sure who was who, so he took a guess. “You must be Terrance.” The man offered an ugly smile, and Rem took that as confirmation. Rem heard his phone ring. “I should answer that, Terrance. If I don’t, this whole place will be surrounded in minutes.”
Terrance hesitated. The phone rang twice more and went to voicemail. Terrance sneered, tossed it onto the ground and stomped on it. “Guess we’ll have to take that chance.”
Rem’s stomach dropped. This did not bode well. “Guess so.”
“Get going.”
Rem reluctantly started moving through the brush. He stayed alert in case he had a chance to escape, but like Curtis, Terrance was cocky, and Rem didn’t doubt he’d pull the trigger if he had the chance. Rem made it to a side entrance and walked through the gate. He hoped Terrance would take a second to lock it behind him, but he didn’t. He continued to hold the gun on Rem all the way up to the back of the house. Rem walked up the stairs and stopped at a rear entrance. He smelled the faint scent of cigarettes and recalled Daniels’ notes about the same smell at Harry’s apartment.
“Open it.”
Scared but also knowing Margaret was inside, Rem had a strange compulsion to confront her. If she was going to kill him, then he was going to get some things off his chest first.
He turned the knob and walked into the house. Holding the gun, Terrance followed.

Manetti pulled up in front of the driveway and Daniels saw the gated entrance to the home. “Drive down further. Don’t stop here.”
“Shouldn’t we go in?” asked Manetti, hitting the accelerator.
Seeing the house and property, Daniels suspected Rem had parked to do a little surveillance first. It’s what he would have done. “No,” said Daniels. “Just go down until you find a place to pull—” He spotted a car amongst the trees. “Here. Stop here.”
Manetti hit the brakes. “That’s Rem’s car.”
“Pull in next to it.”
Manetti maneuvered his vehicle next to Rem’s. It was a tight fit, but Daniels figured that was better to conceal both cars. He got out along with Manetti. “You have binoculars?”
“You guys taught me to come prepared.” Manetti popped his trunk. He closed his car door, came around the back and grabbed a pair of binoculars. He closed the trunk. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”
Daniels took a deep breath and hoped he was. Despite the doubts, though, being out there with a job to do made him feel invigorated. He hoped they’d find Rem watching the home somewhere along the perimeter of the fence and then he could breathe a sigh of relief before chastising his partner. “I’ll be careful. Let’s go.”

Rem entered the house through a large laundry room. The cigarette smell lingered but faded as he moved inside. He passed the washer and dryer and walked into a huge kitchen with granite countertops and tiled floors. “Keep going,” said Terrance.
Rem studied his surroundings in case he needed to get out fast. He passed a dining area with a long, shiny wooden table with twelve cushioned chairs around it and entered a living area with two big couches and a love seat. The big man with the stubby hair stood beside one of the couches, wearing a T-shirt that barely stretched over his muscled shoulders and biceps. He was holding his own gun and he chuckled at Rem. “Nice job, Terrance.”
Rem recognized the gravelly voice. It was definitely the man who’d held the gun on him from the back of his car.
“Have a seat, detective.” Curtis pointed with his gun toward one of the couches.
Rem steeled himself. He had no idea what would happen next, but he had to find a way out of this situation. He thought of Mikey. Now that they were together, he couldn’t die and leave her alone.
He sat on the couch. “So you’re Curtis.” He glanced at Terrance. “Nice to put faces to the names.” He glared at Terrance. “You helped Curtis with Daniels?”
Terrance smiled. “Curtis and I work well together. Just like you and your partner.”
Rem grit his teeth, finding a new reason to escape. He wanted to kill both of them. “This is a big mistake. You know they’re looking for me.”
“Then why are you here all by yourself?” asked Terrance.
“Who says I am?” asked Rem. “Just because you found me doesn’t mean I’m alone.”
“Shut up,” yelled Curtis.
Something hard slammed into Rem’s head and he was knocked sideways onto the couch. Stars swam in his vision, and he touched the side of his head, feeling the warmth of blood on his fingers. Blinking and glad he’d stayed conscious, he forced himself up and felt a trickle of blood run down his scalp to his neck. “A little touchy, aren’t we?” His head flared with pain and his fingers shook.
“You need to learn to shut your mouth,” said Curtis. “I shut your partner’s and I sure as hell can shut yours, too.”
Anger bubbled up and Rem straightened. “You want to try that without a gun in your hand? It’s easy to be tough when you’re holding all the cards. Bet you aren’t so brave one-on-one, asshole.”
Curtis set his jaw and raised his weapon again.
“Stop,” said a female voice. Curtis didn’t move, and Rem went still when Margaret walked into the room.

Daniels followed Manetti past the front gate and into a wooded grassy area just outside the entrance. Staying low, they made it to the side of the property and turned to follow the fence and get closer to the house. The large trees helped to hide them, and he could see the home through the slats in the fence. It was quiet and no one was around, including Rem. His heart thumping and hoping they would find his partner soon, they kept walking. Manetti kept a slow enough pace for Daniels to keep up, although he wanted to go faster despite his fatigue. He kept going though and when they got close enough to get a decent view through a cluster of trees, Manetti squatted, raised the binoculars, and watched the house.

Seeing Margaret, Rem held his bleeding head. The familiar terror returning, his stomach rolled.
Margaret glared at Curtis. “What did I tell you about leaving him to me? Put that stupid gun down, you idiot.”
Curtis flinched and lowered his weapon. “He was getting cocky.”
“What? Did he hurt your feelings?” she asked, her glare not letting up.
“Sorry, boss,” he said. He eyed Terrance who remained where he was, holding his gun on Rem.
“You’ll be docked money for that,” she said. “Now go sit until I tell you otherwise.”
Curtis narrowed his eyes at Rem but did as asked and sat in one of the dining chairs.
“Does he respond to fetch, too?” asked Rem, his head throbbing.
Margaret softened her menacing gaze and sat across from Rem. She composed herself. “I should have assumed you’d find me eventually. I’m hoping you’re here to accept my offer.”
Blood trickled through Rem’s fingers. “Sorry, but no. I’m here to arrest you.”
“You seem to be having a hard time of it.”
“I’ll admit. It’s not going as planned.” Rem winced when a rocket of pain shot through his skull.
“Where’s your posse?” she asked.
“On the way.”
Terrance snickered.
Margaret ran her hands down the tops of her jean-covered thighs. “Well, while we’re waiting, why don’t we catch up. How’ve you been?”
Rem didn’t feel like small talk. “You should know. You’ve been listening, haven’t you?”
“Not lately.”
Rem swallowed. He wondered if Manetti would start looking when Rem didn’t show up after lunch. The problem was, Manetti had no idea where to start. Rem scolded himself for his stupidity. This was not going the way he’d planned. “Everything’s great.”
“How’s Mikey? Word is you two are an item now.”
Rem tensed, his fear growing. “Leave her out of this.”
Margaret smiled, and he was transported back to the slab where he’d been tied down and unable to move. She’d stared down at him and cackled at his terror. Just as scared now as he was then, he did his best not to show it.
“That’s impossible,” said Margaret. “She was in this before you ever were. Mason, too.” She crossed her arms and relaxed against the back of the chair. “Your presence here is unexpected. I had my plans, and yet again, you manage to throw a wrench into them.”
Blood dripped onto Rem’s shirt. “It’s what Daniels likes best about me.”
Her lip ticked up. “I hear he’s home. How nice for him and his family.”
Rem hated that she knew that. “Leave him out of this, too. This is between you and me.”
She studied him. “Yes. I suppose it is.” She crossed her legs. “And since you’re here, I’ll offer you the same deal again. Your acquiescence for the safety of your loved ones. Do we have an agreement?”
Rem stifled the urge to throw up, whether it was from her offer or because he had a concussion, he didn’t know. “I decline.”
She swung her foot. “That’s too bad.” Pausing, she stared off. “Whose life should I take first then?” She met his gaze. “Since you’re here, you can help me decide.”
Dread made Rem want to shrink into the couch.
“Should it be Mikey or Daniels?” she asked. “Or maybe we’ll start small. How about your Captain Lozano? He would be an easy first target. What do you think, Curtis?”
Hearing his name, Curtis sat up. “Just say the word.” He stood and glared at Rem.
“Don’t touch them.” Rem fought to stand. If he had to, he’d rush Terrance. If he got shot in the process, so be it. He’d rather die before anyone else did. Wobbly, he got to his feet, wondering if he could get to Terrance before he fired.
Terrance didn’t move but straightened his aim.
Margaret tipped her head at Rem. “That’s what I admire about you. Your courage despite the odds against you. It fascinates me.”
Rem found his balance. “I’m sick of your fascination. I don’t know what you find so interesting about me because the feeling is not mutual. Maybe you think with your crazy dementia and your ugly cackle, that it makes you interesting, but it doesn’t. You’re boring and no more exciting than any other stupid criminal out there. The only thing that separates you from the rest of them is your unending need to scare the shit out of me. I’ve let you do it for a while, but now I’m done.” Feeling empowered despite his circumstances, he took a step toward her. Curtis reacted and stepped closer to Margaret as if to protect her. He aimed his gun at Rem. 
“You want to threaten me and the ones I love? You want to watch me suffer?” Rem patted his chest. “Then you’ll have to stop me first because the only way I’m leaving here is either in a body bag, or with all of you in custody or in body bags of your own.” He poked a finger toward Curtis. “Preferably you first.” 
Her expression unchanged, Margaret watched him. Her leg still swung, and she cocked her head to the opposite side. “You know what?”
Rem stood his ground, prepared to fight.
She stood. “You’re right. I am bored. With the whole thing. Thank you for bringing that to my attention.” She spoke to Curtis and Terrance. “Take him out back, walk him into the woods and do whatever the hell you want with him. Just make sure he’s dead when you’re done. Then throw him in the pond and let the fish have him.” She stepped away from the couch. “I’ll call Winnie. He’ll pick us up at the rear exit. I’ll take care of things here and you two meet us at the car when you’re done. And don’t dawdle. We don’t have all day.”
Rem froze in shock, and Curtis and Terrance grinned.
Margaret started to walk away but stopped. “And don’t worry,” she said to Rem. “Mikey won’t be far behind you. Only I’m going to take my time with her.”
Rem’s heart knocked against his ribs.
“As far as I’m concerned, she ruined you, and I’m going to take out all my pent-up frustration on her. In fact, since you’ll be out of the picture, I’ll watch her suffer instead and let her wonder and worry about when I’ll attack next.” She leered at him. “You should have taken my offer, Rem. Now, because of you, Mikey will bear the worst of it.” Her eyes slits and her back rigid, she walked out of the room.



Chapter Thirty-Three
DANIELS HUNKERED DOWN BESIDE Manetti. Not seeing Rem, his worry grew. Where the hell was he? Manetti continued to watch the house with the binoculars. 
“Anything?” asked Daniels.
“Nothing,” said Manetti. “Should we call it in?”
Daniels thought that was a great question. “Let’s go down a little farther. Maybe Rem made it to the back of the house.”
Manetti stood and walked farther down the fence line. Daniels followed. They walked a few feet before Daniels stepped on something that crunched under his foot. He stopped to look, and his skin broke out in chills when he saw Rem’s busted phone in the grass. He stooped to pick it up. “Hell.”
“That’s his cell,” said Manetti.
Daniels looked back toward the house. Was Rem inside? Could he accidentally have stepped on his own phone? While Rem had his moments of clumsiness, Daniels knew he wasn’t that inept. Holding the phone, he debated what to do when he spotted a tendril of smoke rise from the house. Fearing the worst, he ran back toward the fence. “Manetti. There’s smoke.”
Manetti joined him and used the binoculars again. “What the…? The house is on fire. I see flames in the windows.”
Daniels’ alarm bells blared. If Rem was inside, they may already be too late. “Shit.” He searched for an opening to get through the fence and almost started to climb it when Manetti grabbed his arm. “Wait,” he said. “I see him. I see Rem.”
Daniels looked over the fence. “Where?”
“Behind the house. Here.” Manetti handed him the binoculars.
Daniels took and looked through them.
“In the trees,” said Manetti, “behind the house. He’s with two men.”
Daniels saw movement and focused the binoculars, bringing his partner into view. “I see him.” Rem, his head bloody, was walking in front of a big white guy and a smaller black one. He knew who they were, and they both had guns trained on Rem. “That’s Curtis and Terrance and it looks like they’re heading toward the pond.” He lowered the binoculars and saw more smoke billowing from the house. He put two and two together. “They’re getting rid of Rem and burning the evidence behind them.” He suspected Margaret was nearby. “Call it in, Manetti.”
Manetti had already pulled out his phone and had punched a button. Daniels raised the binoculars again and after seeing Rem get pushed from behind by the white guy, Daniels looked back toward the house. He saw a woman with long, dark hair and a backpack carrying an animal carrier leave the back of the home and walk down the path toward the rear exit. Instinctively, he knew it was Margaret Redstone. She was pulling up stakes and had left Rem to Curtis and Terrance. Daniels’ heart knocked because he knew what those two men were capable of.
Manetti finished his call and hung up. “They’re on the way. What do you want to do?”
Daniels made an uncomfortable deduction in his mind and faced Manetti. “You’ve got to get to Rem.”
Manetti’s eyes widened. “What about you?”
“I’ll be right behind you, but I won’t be fast. I’m not a hundred percent and I don’t have a gun. If Rem’s going to survive this, it will be up to you.”
Manetti paled a bit but then nodded. “Okay.”
Daniels set the binoculars on the fence. “Let’s move. And hurry.”
Manetti jumped the fence with ease and took off in a dead run.

Rem took his time as he walked, hoping to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. Curtis shoved him from behind. “Move it.”
Rem almost fell but managed to stay upright. His head was pounding, and it was hard to see since blood had run into his eye. Despite his difficulties, he studied his surroundings. If he had a chance to run, he had to know in which direction. To his left, he saw the rear of the property accessed by a pebbled road. A car was parked at the end of it. Watching, he saw cigarette smoke curl out the window but couldn’t see the driver through the tint.
“I said move it.” Curtis shoved him again, only harder and Rem tripped and fell to his knees.
Terrance gripped his arm and pulled. Rem got to his feet. “You know,” said Rem, “this is really stupid. I’m a cop. You kill me, and they’ll never stop looking for you.”
Terrance pushed Rem forward. “We almost killed your partner, and we seem to be doing just fine. Now walk.”
Rem reluctantly kept going. The pond neared, and he stepped through the trees and into soft, tall grass. His heart racing, he stopped and turned. “I don’t care what you think. You kill one cop and almost kill another, they will find you. And if you think Margaret Redstone is going to save you, you’re dumber than you look.” He eyed the car at the rear of the property with the smoke still drifting from the driver’s window. He pointed. “And whoever that is won’t do shit for you either.” He looked back. “You two are the hired help. If Harry was expendable, don’t you think you are, too?”
Curtis’ face twisted, and he walked up to Rem and punched him in the eye. “Shut up,” he yelled. Rem took the blow and fell backward into the dirt. More pain sliced through his head, and he stayed on the ground.
Terrance walked over and grabbed his arm again. He tugged and Rem took advantage. He reared up, wrapped his arms around Terrance’s midsection and shoved him backwards. Caught off balance, Terrance tripped and landed on his back in the grass.
Straddling him, Rem started punching. He got in a few solid hits before something slammed into the back of his head, and he fell to his side. More stars clouded his vision and he blinked to clear them. He wished he hadn’t, though, because he saw Curtis approach, rear his booted foot back, and kick him in the stomach.
Rem gasped at the impact, his breath leaving him. Holding his belly, he curled into a ball, praying Curtis wouldn’t kick him again.
Trying to get his bearings, he heard a chuckle. “You want a piece of me?” he heard Curtis ask. “You want to go one-on-one? Well, now’s your chance.”
Rem cracked his good eye open and saw Curtis standing over him and tucking his gun into the back of his jeans.
Terrance got to his feet, his nose bloody. He stepped toward Curtis and wiped the blood away with his sleeve. “We don’t have time for this, man. She said don’t dawdle. They’re waiting.” He glanced behind him. “The house is already in flames. We need to go.” He grabbed at his belt and looked around the high wavy grass. “And where the hell is my gun?”
Rem recalled Terrance leaving Rem’s gun back at the house and guessed Terrance had dropped his own weapon when Rem had tackled him. He held onto a small kernel of hope that he’d find it instead.
“This won’t take long,” said Curtis.
Seeing Curtis step toward him, Rem forced himself up and scooted back on his butt. His fingers clawed the dirt, and he grabbed a handful. Curtis reached for him, and Rem threw the dirt in his eyes. Curtis fell back and swiped at his face and Rem sprung up and launched himself at Curtis. Knowing this would be his best shot to get the upper hand, he started punching Curtis’ midsection. Curtis didn’t go down but fell back into a tree instead. Rem got a solid shot into Curtis’ ribs and heard a crack. Curtis grunted and slumped but came back swinging. Rem deflected one punch, but another caught him in the side, and he flinched with the pain. He kept punching though but Curtis was all muscle and it felt like he was hitting a slab of meat. Curtis grunted again, but then shoved Rem back, ran forward and slammed his body into Rem’s. Rem fought to get his footing, but he stumbled on a rock or root, giving Curtis the advantage. Curtis wrapped his hands around Rem’s torso and Rem felt himself lifted off the ground. He had only a second to brace for the impact when Curtis threw him into the dirt.
Rem’s back hit hard and grunting, the air left him again and he could barely breathe. Gasping, he rolled to his side and fought to get up when Curtis kicked him again in the stomach. The pain sliced through him, and he fought to stay conscious. His entire body throbbed.
“Had enough?” asked Curtis, breathing fast. “Not so cocky now, are you?”
Rem couldn’t move but managed to croak out a few words. “You’re still an asshole.” It was all he had the strength to say. His pulsing eye was swelling fast but using the other one, he saw Curtis standing over him but didn’t see Terrance.
“Enough with the games,” said Curtis, his face sweaty. He looked behind him. “You ready, Terrance? Let’s get this over with.” He reached for his weapon.

Daniels ran through the woods. Manetti was way ahead of him, but he could still see him darting past trees, his gun in his hand. Daniels prayed they’d get to Rem in time. Tired and his head aching, he kept running. No matter how difficult it became, he’d go as far as he could. Breathing hard, he saw the dirt path open up and knew he was nearing the pond. Slowing, he kept an eye out for Manetti but didn’t see him. Daniels stopped behind a tree to get his bearings. He was about to dart out again when he caught movement and heard voices.
Moving silently, he stayed low, got closer and stopped again behind a tree. Looking through the woods, he saw Curtis and Terrance. He searched for Rem and saw him curled up on the ground with the big man standing over him, not knowing whether it was Curtis or Terrance. Where the hell was Manetti? The smaller man was looking for something in the tall grass. Seeing that the men were distracted, he crept closer but stayed concealed. Daniels heard the bigger man speak. “Enough with the games. You ready, Terrance?”
Daniels watched Terrance, who continued to search the grass, mumbling something about a gun. Daniels didn’t see one, and had the insight that Terrance was looking for his weapon.
“Let’s get this over with,” said Curtis. He pulled a gun from his waistband.
Realizing if Terrance found his weapon, they could all die, Daniels spotted a thick twig, picked it up, and praying Manetti was nearby, he walked up behind Terrance, and jabbed the stick into Terrance’s back. “Don’t move,” he said quietly, “Or I will shoot you where you stand.” 
Terrance froze and the next few seconds happened in slow motion. Daniels heard a voice shatter the silence. “Police,” yelled Manetti. “Don’t move. Put down your weapon or I will shoot.” Daniels spotted Manetti in a shooter’s stance beside a nearby tree. Curtis flicked his gaze toward Manetti but didn’t drop his weapon. Terrance didn’t move. Time froze until Curtis sneered and raised his gun on Rem. 
“Don’t,” said Terrance, but Daniels doubted Curtis heard or even cared.
Ice cold terror gripped Daniels when he realized he was about to see his partner murdered. Unable to do anything, Daniels started to yell when two shots rang out. He jumped, expecting to see the worst, but instead Curtis jerked, lowered his arm, and dropped his gun. Two rivulets of blood bloomed on his shirt, he wobbled and collapsed into a heap at Rem’s feet.



Chapter Thirty-Four
SEEING CURTIS GO DOWN, immense relief washed over Daniels, and he jabbed the stick harder into Terrance’s back. “Get down on your knees.” 
Terrance stared toward Curtis’ body. “He shot him,” he said in dismay, but got on his knees and put his hands up.
Daniels eyed Manetti, who still aimed the gun toward Curtis. Curled up on the ground, Rem didn’t move. “Manetti,” yelled Daniels. Manetti didn’t break his stance. Daniels shoved Terrance toward the ground. “Lie with your face down. Put your hands behind your back.” He had to get Terrance secured before he realized Daniels didn’t have a weapon.
Terrance seemed in shock, and he moved mechanically. He lay on his stomach and put his hands behind him.
“Manetti,” yelled Daniels, this time louder. He heard sirens in the distance and black smoke billowed from the house now fully engulfed in flames. Manetti finally stirred and lowered his gun. He glanced at Daniels and Daniels noticed his trembling hands. “You’re good,” he said. “Take it easy. It was a clean shoot.”
Manetti’s face was white, and Daniels hoped he wouldn’t throw up. “Come here,” said Daniels.
Manetti glanced back toward Curtis with uncertainty again before walking toward Daniels.
“You okay?” asked Daniels.
“I’m not sure.”
“You did fine. Just relax.” He pointed at Terrance. “Cuff him and get him out of here. The cavalry’s arrived. Tell them to call an ambulance.”
Manetti, still looking dazed, nodded, holstered his gun, and pulled out his cuffs.
“I’m going to check on Rem.” He jogged off but glanced behind him to be sure Manetti was able to do as asked. He was relieved to see Manetti cuffing Terrance and hear him telling Terrance his rights.
Daniels ran up to Curtis and checked his pulse. There wasn’t one, and Daniels kicked Curtis’ gun away. Rem was curled up in the dirt, one eye swollen and his head bleeding. A trickle of blood ran from his nose, and he was covered in dirt. Daniels dropped beside him.
“Rem. Can you hear me?” Not knowing the extent of Rem’s injuries, he was scared to touch him. Seeing the head wound, he prayed it wasn’t as bad as his own. He leaned lower. “Rem?”
Rem opened his good eye and blinked it. “Daniels?” He groaned. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
Seeing his partner try to move, Daniels grabbed Rem’s arm to support him. “I think the only person who needs a bed around here is you.”
Rem winced and gasped as he slowly tried to sit up. His face and hair were a bloody mess, and he held his stomach. “I think I’m going to throw up.”
Seeing the damage to his partner, Daniels had no doubt Rem had a decent concussion. “You dizzy?”
Rem released an unsteady breath. “Does seeing two of you mean yes?” He retched and curled forward.
Daniels held Rem’s shoulder while Rem lost his breakfast in the dirt. When he finished, he fell back into Daniels’ arms. “Oh, God,” he said. “I hurt all over.”
“We’ve got an ambulance coming. Just sit still.”
“Ambulance? I don’t need an ambulance.”
“You plan on walking out of here like this?”
Rem grimaced. “Sure. Why not?” He pulled on Daniels’ arm in an attempt to stand.
“Rem, you could have internal injuries.” His protests went unheeded as Rem pulled himself up to his knees while muttering a variety of curses.
“Take it easy,” said Daniels. “There’s no rush.”
Rem eyes suddenly widened, and he yanked on Daniels. “Margaret. Where’s Margaret?” He struggled to get up. “The car.”
“What car?” Daniels had no choice but to help Rem up and support him when he got to his feet.
“At the end of the lane.” Rem pointed with a dirt-covered hand and blinked his good but bloody eye. “Is it still there?”
Daniels looked but didn’t see any car. “There’s no car.”
“Margaret. She was here. We have to find her.” Rem tried to walk but stumbled and would have fallen back into the dirt if Daniels hadn’t caught him.
“She’s gone, Rem.”
“No. We have to stop her.”
Daniels spotted two officers run up on the scene and take Terrance from Manetti who was escorting Terrance back toward the house.
“Manetti,” yelled Daniels.
After he spoke to the officers who took charge of Terrance, Manetti ran back to Daniels.
“I need your help to hold him,” said Daniels. “He wants to find Margaret.”
Rem struggled. “She was here. We can’t let her get away.” He winced again and gripped his stomach.
Manetti grabbed Rem’s free arm and slung it over his shoulders, then wrapped an arm around Rem’s midsection. “I got him.”
The majority of Rem’s weight now taken from Daniels, he held Rem’s other arm. “Let’s get him out of here.”
Rem mumbled more about Margaret, but his initial outburst of strength waned, and he slumped into Manetti. He managed to move his legs and walk though, and they got him back to the scene where a maze of patrol cars now filled the driveway. Fire trucks, their sirens blaring, pulled up on the scene. Part of the home’s ceiling collapsed, and Manetti lowered Rem to the ground near a tree where he could lie back. Tired, Daniels sat beside him.
“Ambulance should be here soon,” said Manetti, squatting beside Rem. “Just hang tight.”
Rem had gone quiet for the last half of the walk back and resting against the tree, he clutched his belly. Blood dripped down his face and neck, and his shirt was covered in it. “Hey, Manetti,” he whispered.
“You should rest,” said Manetti. “You look like hell.”
Rem took Manetti’s wrist before Manetti could leave. “Looks like that question you had earlier has been answered.” He laid his head back against the tree. “You saved my ass.”
“If you ever had any doubts about whether you could do this job,” said Daniels. “I’d say you can put them to rest.”
Manetti clenched his jaw. “You were right. It was pure instinct, but I’m still shaking.”
“That part is normal,” said Daniels. “Taking a life, no matter whose it is or what they’ve done, is never easy.”
Manetti nodded. “Is it normal to hate it?”
“If you didn’t, I’d be worried,” said Rem. “The ones who enjoy it are the bad guys.” Rem shivered and hugged himself.
Manetti lowered his head. “Yeah.”
Daniels kept an eye on Rem. “Can you find him a blanket?” he asked. “I don’t want him going into shock.”
Manetti glanced into the fray of officers. “I’ll get one.” He stood.
“Thanks,” said Daniels.
Manetti walked away.
“I’m okay,” said Rem. “Just hurts when I move.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “That makes me feel so much better.”
Rem grit his teeth for a second and then relaxed. “I’m so stupid. I had her, and she got away.”
Daniels knew he meant Margaret. “We got Curtis and Terrance.”
“If I’d just called sooner, or told Manetti…” He cursed and closed his undamaged eye. “She’d be in custody.”
“Or you and Manetti could be dead in that field, and Curtis and Terrance would be gone, too.”
Rem shook his head but winced. He opened his eye. “If we’d watched the house, we would have seen her…”
“Margaret isn’t stupid, Rem. She had a getaway plan, and she obviously knew when someone was on the property. She still would have gotten away.”
Rem moaned. “Stop trying to make me feel better. I screwed up, and now she’s still free.” He sat up suddenly and sucked in a breath with the effort. “Mikey. Call Mikey. Margaret threatened her.” Grunting, he wiped at his swollen eye with his dirty sleeve. “Make sure she’s okay.”
Daniels reached for his phone. “I’ll call her but don’t panic. I’m sure she’s fine.”
“Tell Lozano someone has to watch her. If I’m in the hospital…” he gasped again, “I can’t be there.”
Daniels dialed and put the phone to his ear. “I’m calling.” He set his hand on Rem’s shoulder. “Just sit back and relax.”
Manetti jogged over with a blanket. “Ambulance is pulling up.” He draped the blanket over Rem.
Rem pulled it up over his shoulders and trembled.
Worried about his friend’s mental state, Daniels heard Mikey pick up. He told her the situation and that he would call again when Rem got to the hospital. He offered the phone to Rem, figuring Rem wouldn’t be happy until he heard her voice.
Seeing Rem’s relief when he spoke to her, he adjusted Rem’s blanket, and sat back against the tree to rest. His mind wandering, he understood Rem’s fears. Margaret may have escaped, but she’d lost her two hitmen and Rem had survived. Worried but not showing it, he couldn’t help but wonder when Margaret Redstone would strike next.



Chapter Thirty-Five
MIKEY TURNED OFF THE shower and stepped out of it. After drying herself with a towel, she brushed her teeth and applied lotion to her body and face. Studying herself in the mirror, she removed the clip and let her damp hair fall. She smoothed it with her fingers and opened the bathroom door. 
Rem was in his bed, the sheet pulled up to his waist. His bruised torso and eye stood out in stark contrast to the white sheets. After spending two days in the hospital, it was his second day home. He’d slept through most of the first day and had been awake, but somber the second. That night, after dinner and a little TV, she’d helped him to the shower where she’d sat him in a waterproof chair and washed his body and hair, careful not to pull on his stitches. Still sore, he’d refused any more pain pills. He’d taken one that morning, but wouldn’t take another, saying they made him feel funny. Mikey guessed it had more to do with his need to stay alert in case something happened. He’d already told her he’d screwed up once and didn’t plan to do it again.
Quiet, he stared at the ceiling. Mikey flipped the light off and joined him in bed. She scooted up next to him, pulled the sheet over her legs and rested her head in the hollow of his neck. He raised his arm, put it around her and held her close.
Mikey laid her hand on his bruised chest. There weren’t many areas on his skin that weren’t bruised. She grazed her thumb over the pink scar that ran down his sternum, one of the ugly reminders of Allison and her abuse. “You okay?” she asked.
He continued to stare off. “Yeah.”
“How’s your head?”
“Sore, but bearable.”
“You sure you don’t want a pain pill?”
“No. I’m fine.”
She rested her chin on his chest. “Feel like talking?”
He finally turned his head and met her gaze. “I need to tell you I’m sorry.”
Mikey frowned. “For what?”
He sighed. “If I’d done my job, Margaret would be in jail now, and you would be safe.”
“Stop talking like that. You had no idea what would happen when you went to that house.”
“I made assumptions I shouldn’t have made, and Margaret got away. If she gets to you or anyone else, I’ll never forgive myself.”
Mikey lowered her head and stroked his chest. “We’re in the same position we were in last week, and last month, and almost last year. We should be used to it by now.”
“We shouldn’t have to live like this. Always looking over our shoulders, never knowing when the next shoe will drop.” He hesitated. “I can’t expect you to keep doing this, so if you want to break up, I understand.”
She raised up on her elbow. “That is not the answer, and you know it.”
“What is the answer then?”
“We do what we’ve been doing. You found her once, you can find her again.”
“But when? Six months from now? A year? Five years or ten?” He rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “It’s hard to even comprehend.”
“We’ve gotten this far, haven’t we? Despite everything, we’re here, together. She didn’t stop that.”
“Not yet, anyway.”
She jostled him. “Look at me.”
Rem turned his head toward her.
“I love you. She can’t take that away.”
His fingers grazed over her lower back, making her skin tingle. “I love you, too.” His gaze softened. “But she knows that. And she hates it.” He pulled her closer and she lowered her head to rest again on his chest. “And it’s not the same as before. She wants me dead now and she wants you to suffer. Her offer to me has been officially rescinded. Add to that two of her associates are no longer around and they failed to kill me. That scares me. People like her can escalate quickly if things don’t go their way.” He paused. “So she’s either going to make us sweat while we wait to see what she does next, or she’s going to do something drastic, and it could happen when we least expect it.”
Mikey resumed stroking Rem’s chest. “Is there anything we can do about it at this moment?”
“I wish there was, but no. Except maybe worry.”
Sad to hear the dejection in his voice, Mikey trailed her fingers lower to his stomach. She heard him inhale. Glad her touch had an effect, she kissed his bruised ribs, then raised up and trailed her lips over to and down his scar. “Maybe you should focus on something else,” she said against his skin. She continued to kiss and stroke him, and he squirmed beneath her.
“God, you feel so good,” he whispered.
She kissed his ribs and stomach while her hands roamed lower. His breathing picked up and he moaned.
“How’s the pain now?” she asked, trailing her tongue around his belly button.
He gripped her shoulders. “What pain?”
Glad her distraction was working, she trailed her tongue lower and nipped at his hip with her teeth.
He cursed and released a ragged breath. “I think you’re as diabolical as your sister.”
She giggled against his skin, and he moaned again. Thrilled that she could provide him with the pleasure he needed, she ran her fingers up and down his thigh. “Maybe I am, but I like the way I use my diabolicalness better.”
Rem arched against her. “So do I.” He raised his head and reached for her. “Come here.”
Smiling, she pushed his hands away. “No, detective.” She grinned at him. “Tonight, I’m in charge.” She resumed kissing him in the most sensitive of spots.
Cursing some more, he fell back against the pillow and gasped. “If you insist.” His fingers curled into the sheets and Mikey continued to tease and torment him, triumphant in her complete and total seduction of him.

Daniels knocked on Rem’s front door. “Did you grab the wine from the car?” he asked Marjorie.
Marjorie raised the bottle. “Right here.”
“Great.” The door opened and Mikey greeted them.
“Hi,” she said, widening the door. “Come on in.”
“Hey, Mikey,” said Marjorie. “How are you?” She entered the house and Daniels followed.
“Something smells good,” said Daniels.
“It’s nothing complicated,” said Mikey. “I made my mom’s enchilada casserole. It’s in the oven.” She closed the door. “It should be ready in about thirty minutes.”
Daniels entered the kitchen and saw the set table. “Where’s Rem?”
Marjorie offered Mikey the bottle of wine and Mikey took it. “Thank you.” She set it on the counter and spoke to Daniels. “He’s out back, sitting on the porch.”
“How’s he doing today?” asked Daniels. It had been two weeks since Rem’s attack and the doctor had finally cleared him to return to work the following day.
“Physically, he’s a lot better, but emotionally, he’s quiet.” She crossed her arms. “He has good days and bad. Today is tougher. I think it’s because he goes back tomorrow.”
Daniels had spoken to Rem a few times while they’d both convalesced at home. Rem had chatted but his usual, animated self had been absent.
Mikey leaned a hip against the kitchen counter. “To be honest, that’s why I asked you two to dinner. I thought it would be good for him to socialize and talk to someone other than me.”
“Why do you think he’s been off?” asked Marjorie.
“After what happened with Margaret, he’s depressed,” said Mikey. “And no matter what I do or say, I can’t pull him out of his slump.” She eyed Daniels. “I figured maybe you could speak to him. You can relate to him better. He tries too hard to protect me, which I know is already on his mind since he’ll be at work tomorrow and so will I. He can’t watch me twenty-four seven, which I appreciate, but it’s not a long-term solution.”
Daniels had suspected Rem had more on his mind than he’d been willing to admit. “I’ll try, but you know how stubborn he can be.”
“I’m well aware,” said Mikey, “but if he doesn’t cheer up soon, I’m going to start hiding veggies in his food. Maybe that will perk him up.”
Daniels smiled. “Talk to Manetti. I’m sure he can help you with that.”
“I might,” said Mikey. “There’s beer in the fridge. Help yourself. You can bring Rem one, too.” She spoke to Marjorie. “Let’s crack open that bottle of wine.”
“You said the magic words,” said Marjorie, grabbing the bottle. “Where’s your opener?”
Daniels grabbed two beers from the fridge, left the kitchen and walked out onto the back porch. Rem sat in one of two chairs that faced the backyard. He glanced over when Daniels walked out. “Hey,” he said. “I didn’t hear the door.”
Daniels handed him a beer and sat in the second chair. “I knocked softly.”
Rem took the bottle. “Where’s Marjorie?”
“She and Mikey are opening the wine. I figure they can have some girl time and we could share a couple of beers.”
“Sounds good.” Rem twisted the cap off his beer. “How are you? That head of yours any better? Especially after a jaunt through the woods?”
“The head’s great. I’m wearing the helmet less and less, except for therapy, of course. They’ve got me jogging now and I’m lifting weights.”
“That’s great.”
“It is.” He raised his drink. “And this is officially my first alcohol since before the assault.”
“Good for you.”
“And how’s your head?” Daniels leaned forward. “Your eye looks a lot better.”
Rem touched his cheek. “The bruises have faded. I have the occasional headache, but not bad.”
“Glad to hear it.”
They drank their beers and sat in silence.
Daniels decided to dig deeper. “You talk to Manetti?”
Rem shrugged. “Some.” He paused. “He still on the desk?”
Daniels nodded. “The inquiry on the shooting is still ongoing but he should be cleared soon. Lozano told me he didn’t anticipate any issues.”
“You talked to Lozano?”
Daniels looked over at him. “Sure. Haven’t you?”
Rem studied his beer. “A little. Mainly about how I’m doing and when I go back.”
“It’s tomorrow, right?”
Rem spoke softly. “Yeah.”
“You sound thrilled.” He sat up. “You still upset about what happened with Margaret?”
Rem shot him a side glance. “I can’t stop thinking about it. If I’d done it differently, this could all be over and Mikey and I, and you and Marjorie, could live in peace.”
“Rem, you can’t keep berating yourself. Hindsight is always easy to judge yourself on, but if you keep wallowing in this, it’s going to affect more than just the investigation.”
Rem picked at the label on his bottle. “I’m not going to quit if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Daniels took a second to think. “That’s not what I’m worried about. But you’re about to jump back into this and if you don’t get your head straight, you could end up making things worse instead of better.”
Rem set his beer on the small table between the two chairs. “How can I possibly make it worse?” He shifted toward Daniels. “What exactly am I supposed to do tomorrow? Where do I start? It’s like going back to square one. Margaret’s on the loose with some cigarette smoker and she could be anywhere. Meanwhile, after her threats, Mikey and I have to try and maintain some semblance of normalcy when all I want to do is lock her up or send her away until all this is over, which it may never be.” He groaned and fell back in his chair. “It’s damn discouraging. I feel like a complete failure.”
“You’re not a failure. You’re just going through a rough patch.”
“I was so damn confident when I returned to the force. And look where it got me.” He rubbed his face. “I’d be lying if I told you I hadn’t thought about moving again. If I thought Mikey would go for it, I’d be tempted.”
“And if you think that would solve anything, you’d be wrong. I don’t care if you went to Siberia, you’d still be looking over your shoulder everywhere you went.”
“I know. I’ve still got enough sense left to realize that. I just…” he raised a hand, “…I don’t know where to go from here. Every day I worry. Is this the day she strikes? Is this the day I get another horrible phone call that someone I care about is dead or dying?”
Daniels set his beer next to Rem’s. “I know you’re scared, but you can’t let that stop you from moving forward. And the only way to do that is to get back to work and live your life the best way you can. And this investigation may not be as worthless as you think.”
“What does that mean?”
“Did Manetti give you any updates when you spoke to him?”
“Not really but to be honest, I wasn’t very talkative.”
“Well, I’ve talked to him.” Daniels swiveled to face Rem. “First of all, the house that burned down? It belonged to a wealthy couple who were on an extended vacation in the Mediterranean. They weren’t due back for another month.”
“How is that helpful?”
Daniels bit back an impatient sigh. “Someone knew they were out of town and for how long. Manetti’s been trying to track down their friends and family and even the travel agent to see if he can find who told the wrong person.”
“That’s a long-shot.”
“It may be, but if it pays off, maybe it leads to Margaret and our cigarette smoking friend.”
Rem raised the side of his lip. “Sounds like an episode of The X-Files.”
“The what files?”
“The X-files. You know, the cigarette smoking man, or cancer man? He was Mulder’s arch nemesis.”
“Never heard of it.”
Rem rolled his eyes. “Never mind.” He rested an elbow on the armrest. “What else does Manetti have?”
“You said Margaret called our smoker ‘Winnie,’ so we have a name. Maybe that will ring a bell with the wealthy couples’ friends.”
“Another long shot.” Daniels glared at him, and Rem smirked. “But I’ll hope for the best,” added Rem. “Anything else?”
“Terrance? Remember him?” Daniels raised his eyebrows. “He was denied bail and he’s sitting in jail. Manetti went to talk to him, but Terrance wouldn’t tell him anything.”
“Hardly surprising. Manetti shot and killed his best friend, the demonic Curtis.”
“Which is why Lozano sent Mel and Garcia instead.”
Rem perked up. “How’d that go?”
“Not much better.”
Rem blew out a gust of air. “Figures. Guy’s not going to say a word.”
“Not necessarily. When Mel and Garcia spoke to him, Terrance mentioned that neither of them was the detective he wanted to talk to.” He waited for Rem’s reaction.
Rem looked over, his face flat. “You think he wants to talk to me?” He shot a thumb at himself.
“Only one way to find out.” Daniels picked up his beer.
Rem stared for a second. “Why would he want to talk to me? I’d think he’d hate me.”
“Or he realizes that he’s been left holding the bag for Margaret’s crimes, and what better way to get back at his old boss by telling you everything he knows?”
Rem held Daniels’ gaze. “Or he wants to dig the sword deeper and let me know all the ways Margaret’s going to screw with me.”
“Maybe, but as I said, there’s only one way to find out.” He pointed. “That is what I call a potential lead.”
Rem picked up his own beer and was silent before taking a deep breath. “Okay. You may be right.” He took a swig of his drink. “Care to join me?”
Surprised, Daniels paused. “I’m still on disability.”
“You still have your badge, don’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“Plus, that cap on your head might make Terrance realize the damage he’s done. Maybe he’ll feel some remorse.”
“I doubt Terrance cares about me or my shaved head.”
“Then maybe the prospect of him sitting with the two men he tried to kill might make him more likely to talk.”
Daniels considered that. The thought of working and doing something useful made his heart tick faster. Plus, the news about Terrance and the prospect of interrogating him had brought back the glimmer in Rem’s eye. “What time tomorrow?”
“Meet you at the jail at ten?”
Deciding there was no reason why he couldn’t, Daniels raised his bottle. “I’ll be there.”
Rem smiled, raised his beer, and clinked it against Daniels’. “Here’s to a talkative Terrance.”



Chapter Thirty-Six
REM SAT IN A chair in the visitor waiting area at the jail and waited for Daniels. He flipped through an old magazine when the door opened, and Daniels entered. He spotted Rem and walked over. “You’re early,” said Daniels. 
Rem set the magazine down. “I know. I wanted to talk to Angela at the front desk.”
Daniels glanced toward the woman at the counter talking on the phone. “Since when are you two on a first name basis?”
“Since she’s the one who stalled me long enough for Kate to arrive when I came to see Allison.”
“Oh,” said Daniels. “Perhaps I should thank her then.”
“I wanted to ask her about Allison’s murder. Angela sits there all day and if anyone has any insight as to who comes and goes and could get close enough to Allison, it’s Angela. I got her contact info and told her I’d call her later.”
“Good idea,” said Daniels. “Looks like you’re getting back into the swing of things pretty easily.”
“Let’s get through this interrogation first and then we’ll see how easy it is.”
“Have faith, partner. I’ll go check in.” Daniels walked to the counter and spoke to Angela after she hung up. He showed his badge and signed in, then returned to sit next to Rem. “She said to sit tight. They’ll get to us as soon as they can.”
Rem sat back. “Okay.”
Daniels glanced at him. “I meant to tell you Marjorie and I had fun last night.”
Rem recalled their enjoyable evening. “Yeah. Mikey was right. It was a good idea to get together.”
“Reminded me of old times.”
Rem thought back to their frequent double dates when Jennie was alive. “It did, didn’t it?” Jennie’s smiling face flashed in his mind. “It’s hard to believe. I didn’t think there was a chance I could ever find what I had with Jennie again.”
Daniels nodded. “You and Mikey are perfect together. There’s an ease about the two of you, like you were always meant to be. Not that you weren’t meant to be with Jennie.”
“No. I know what you mean. Mikey and I just fit.” Despite his happiness, his heart fell. “To be honest, I feel guilty. I haven’t even thought about Jennie since Mikey and I started seeing each other.” He nibbled his lip. “Is that bad?”
“God, no. Jennie would be the first one to want to see you happy.” He spoke softly. “Maybe that’s a sign it’s time to let her go.”
Rem traced a nail over the armrest. “Some part of me thought I had but I guess I was wrong.”
“That’s grief, partner. As soon as you think you’re past it, it comes roaring back to remind you it’s never far away.”
“Meeting someone special definitely helps.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m kind of shocked about how fast it happened.”
Daniels’ brows knitted. “You call that fast? You and Mikey have been dancing around romance for months. We couldn’t get you to pull the trigger.”
“I know that part. I mean we had one date and suddenly, I can’t live without her.” Thinking of Mikey, his heart thumped. “It’s scary to love someone so much. I didn’t plan on it or expect it after Jennie.”
“It doesn’t surprise me at all. You’ve got a big heart. It was just a matter of time.”
Rem met his partner’s look. “You believed in me a lot more than I did. I appreciate that.”
“That’s what friends are for. I’ll admit, though. There were a couple of times where I wanted to knock your block off.”
Rem snorted. “I suspect it was more than a couple.”
“I’ll keep the actual number to myself.”
“Probably wise.” He rested an ankle on his knee. “And it’s not just me who’s in love. You and Marjorie look really happy together.”
Daniels smiled. “We are. We’re closer now than we’ve ever been. I think between the separation and my injury, we realized what we had and not to take it for granted.”
“I’m glad. It’s great to see you’re in a good place.”
“We’ve even talked about having a second child.”
Surprised, Rem lifted a brow. “Really? I thought that was a point of contention between you two.”
“It was. I wasn’t sure about it at first, and she wanted to start trying. Now we seem to have switched positions. I’m excited about having another. She is, too, but wants to wait.”
“Why’s that?”
Daniels’ voice softened. “Having a near death experience changes your perspective on things. My family is my reason for living, and having another kid just makes that experience better. Marjorie agrees, but she wants me to be at a hundred percent and to enjoy J.P.’s toddler years before we dive in again. We’ll wait till J.P. turns two and then decide.”
Rem bounced his foot. “That’s good news. I’m happy for you both.” He thought of his other concerns. “Now, if we could just take care of Margaret, maybe we’ll all live happily ever after.”
“Let’s hope Terrance can help with that.”
“I’m glad that hole in your head didn’t impact your positivity.”
Daniels tapped on his knit cap. “Still going strong.”
Rem smoothed the hem on his jeans. “You may need it for something else.” He paused, reluctant to tell Daniels. “I hate to tell you but the snow globe from your desk is missing.”
Daniels’ jaw lowered. “The hot dog?”
“Is there another? It disappeared. I’d hoped it would turn up, but so far, no luck.”
“Who would want a hot dog snow globe?”
Rem pursed his lips. “I consider it a collector’s piece. Guess someone else thought so, too.”
“That is so strange.” Daniels patted the armrest. “I’ll stay positive, though. It’ll turn up.”
Rem wasn’t as certain but kept his hopes up.
The door opened and a guard poked his head out. “You two here to see Terrance Jones?”
“The one and the same,” said Rem, standing.
Daniels stood, too. “Let’s go.”
They followed the guard through the door and down the hall.
“I’ve missed this,” said Daniels.
Rem understood what he meant. It was their first time working together since Rem had left the force. “It’s like a good pair of comfortable shoes.”
“That you never want to throw away despite the holes in it.”
“I’m glad I stuck around,” said Rem. “Good partners are hard to find.” The guard turned a corner and they followed.
“We did okay with Manetti,” said Daniels.
The guard stopped at a door and opened it. “You can wait in here.”
“Thanks,” said Rem. He entered a room that was similar to the one he and Manetti had met Elizabeth Willis in. Rem wondered if she’d made bail. He sat in a chair. “We got lucky with Manetti, but it’s not the same.”
“I missed your disgusting food choices,” said Daniels.
“And I missed yours.”
“Mine?” asked Daniels. “At least mine won’t kill me in ten years.”
“At least I’ll have way more fun during those ten years, instead of denying myself.”
“You might, but you’ll be doing it with a big ole’ belly and bad knees.”
“And you’ll be puttering around a vegetable garden, with a big sun hat and shades. Kids will think you’re creepy.”
“Let ’em. I’ll just chase them with a banana in each hand. Manetti would be proud.”
Rem chuckled at the image and Daniels grinned.
The door opened and they straightened and watched as a guard walked in with Terrance, who wore the familiar orange jumpsuit with his hands cuffed in front of him. Seeing them, his expression remained guarded. The guard sat him in a seat across the table and left the room.
Rem broke the quiet first. “Hey, Terrance. Remember me?”
Terrance didn’t answer.
Rem directed a thumb at Daniels. “Remember him? You tried to bash his brains in. Does that jog any memories?”
“And your buddy almost beat him to a pulp,” said Daniels, tilting his head at Rem.
“We survived, though, despite your efforts.” Rem stared at Terrance, who stared back, but didn’t say a word.
“And we’ll continue to survive, despite whatever your old boss has up her sleeve.” Daniels crossed his arms.
Terrance made his first reaction and smirked. “Maybe you will,” he said, “and maybe you won’t.”
Rem waved a hand. “Look at that. He speaks.”
Daniels pointed a finger toward Terrance. “And before you bring up our survival, maybe you ought to worry about your own.” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. “Margaret may have burned all the evidence in that house, but you’re still walking around, which makes you a threat.”
Terrance’s smirk faded.
“That’s right,” said Rem. “You guys killed Harry. I think that’s a strong clue that you might be next, Terrance.” They didn’t have any solid evidence yet that Curtis and Terrance murdered Harry, but Rem hoped Terrance might provide some answers. “You might want to consider that.”
Terrance looked away.
“I know you’ve been advised of your rights,” said Daniels. “Before you say anything, you can have an attorney present. I assume one has been appointed to you by the court, unless Margaret and this…” he snapped his fingers and looked at Rem, “what did you call him?”
“The cigarette smoking man. Like The X files.”
“That’s right. Him,” said Daniels. “Did he and Margaret hire an attorney to help you out?”
“That would have been nice of them,” said Rem, “but instead they’ve left you here to rot and do the time while they’re out there soaking up the sunshine and sipping drinks with umbrellas in them. Sucks for you, Terrance.”
Terrance pursed his lips. “They won’t forget me.”
“You sure about that?” asked Daniels.
“What do you expect them to do?” asked Rem. “Bust you out of here?”
“This isn’t a western,” said Daniels. “Nobody’s walking off into the sunset.”
“They’ll kill you first before you walk anywhere,” added Rem.
Terrance scowled at Rem. “Your asshole partner killed Curtis.”
“Only after Curtis tried to kill me first,” said Rem. “He played with fire and got burned. The question is, are you any smarter?”
Terrance looked between the two of them. “I can’t help you.”
“I think you can,” said Daniels. “You play your cards right and we’ll put in a good word for you. You’ll go to prison, but maybe not for as long as you think.”
“You’re not the one we want, Terrance. Margaret Redstone is,” said Rem. “And we want to find her smoking buddy. The one who’s helping her.”
“What do you know about him?” asked Daniels.
Terrance squirmed in his seat.
Rem and Daniels waited but Terrance remained quiet. Rem pushed his seat back. “Suit yourself, Terrance. It’s your funeral.” He and Daniels started to stand.
Terrance raised his cuffed hands. “I don’t know who he is.”
Relieved they’d gotten to him, Rem sat again, along with Daniels. “You don’t know his full name?” asked Daniels.
“Margaret always calls him Winnie,” said Terrance.
“How’d you meet him?” asked Daniels.
Terrance adjusted a handcuff around his wrist. “Curtis and I, we’d made a name for ourselves. We’d do the jobs others wouldn’t. We hung out at a bar, and one day we were leaving and this guy, Winnie, approaches us in the parking lot. He stuck to the shadows like some sort of mystery man. Curtis and I almost robbed him until he pulled a gun on us, and then casually asked us to come work for Margaret. Said he had the cash to make it worth our while. All he demanded was loyalty.” He scoffed. “We thought it was a joke, until we met her. That chick is a cool customer.” He shuddered. “Those eyes…”
Rem understood his fear.
“What did you do for her?” asked Daniels.
“Odd jobs,” said Terrance. “I won’t go into detail because I think my attorney would advise against it, but let’s say if she needed something done, we did it. And Winnie paid us.”
“And if you didn’t get something done?” asked Rem.
Terrance interlaced his fingers. “We weren’t the first guys she’d worked with. The others, well, they just disappeared.”
“Like Harry?” asked Rem. “Winnie hired him, too?”
Terrance stilled.
“You’re helping us,” said Daniels. “That will go a long way with a judge and the prosecutor.”
“Yeah. Winnie hired Harry,” said Terrance.
“Why?” asked Rem. “If you guys were the hired help?”
Terrance hesitated. “It was a big job.” He eyed Daniels. “Winnie thought Harry would be more…professional.” He cursed. “Guy turned out to be a chickenshit. He didn’t want to—” He closed his mouth and looked away.
“Didn’t want to what?” asked Daniels. “Kill a cop?”
“Sounds like Harry was the brains of the organization.” Rem debated his next question. “Who shot him? You or Curtis?”
“I didn’t shoot anybody. Curtis killed him.”
Rem expected that. It was smart for Terrance to pin Harry’s death on his dead buddy.
“You sure as hell had no problems coming after me,” said Daniels, his voice steely. “I remember you.”
“How the hell do you know what you remember?” asked Terrance with a sneer. “For all you know, you saw Ronald McDonald swinging that board. Your brains were too scrambled to recall anything.” He sat back with a grin.
“Nobody said it was a board,” said Rem. “How’d you know that?”
Terrance’s grin fell.
“Oops. Looks like you screwed up.” Daniels narrowed his eyes. “You better pray you can help us now or else you’re going away for a long time.”
Terrance sat up, his smugness vanishing. “Man, I didn’t do anything. I was forced to help. I didn’t want to do it, but they threatened me.”
“So you’re the victim here?” asked Rem.
“I just did as I was told. I didn’t want to end up like Harry.” Looking discouraged, he fell back into his seat.
Rem squelched the urge to groan. So far, they weren’t getting much. “What was supposed to happen after the fire?”
Terrance took a deep breath. “We were going to separate for a while, until Winnie called us back. Winnie and Margaret were going one way and Curtis and I were going in another.”
“Where were Winnie and Margaret going?” asked Daniels.
“Hell if I know,” said Terrance. “I didn’t ask those questions. Winnie kept it close to the vest. He protected Margaret, made all the arrangements, paid the money, and was super paranoid. Guy even flushed all his cigarette butts so no one would have his DNA. He’s the one who suggested the house be torched when we left so no evidence would be left behind.”
Rem wondered who exactly they were dealing with. Who had that kind of power, connections and cash that would want to align himself with Margaret? “Did Winnie have some sort of special talent?”
Daniels and Terrance glanced at him.
“Like what?” asked Terrance.
Rem recalled prior cases. “Like psychic ability, or telekinesis, or…”
“…zapping people with their finger,” added Daniels.
Terrance squinted. “You two smoking something?”
“I wish,” said Rem.
“Nah, best he could do was tell if you were lying.” Terrance moved his hands and his cuffs jangled. “Guy’s a human lie detector.” He made a grunt. “And Margaret wasn’t bad at it either. Man, she’d get pissed if she caught you in a lie.”
Rem steeled himself and asked the next question. “What exactly was the plan, Terrance? What did Margaret want to do to me?”
Terrance shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Then let’s talk hypothetically,” said Daniels. “What do you think she would have done, if you’d been part of that discussion?”
Terrance shifted in his seat, his face tight. “Let’s just say she had this weird fixation with you,” he said to Rem. “She had this crazy idea to get you to join her. At the same time, she hated you, too. Especially when you started hooking up with her sister.” Terrance snorted. “Not that I can blame you. I’d hit that, too.”
Rem lunged forward, slammed a hand on the table, and almost grabbed Terrance by the throat. “Watch your mouth, Terrance.”
Terrance pulled back, his eyes wide.
“I’d do as he says,” said Daniels.
Rem reined in his anger, and made himself sit back, but maintained his glare. “What was Margaret planning, when I didn’t accept her offer?”
Terrance looked nervous but answered. “Hypothetically, she and Winnie were targeting several people. Your captain,” he looked at Daniels, “you and your wife, and ultimately Margaret’s brother and sister, and then you.” He eyed Rem. “But only after the others were dead.”
Rem felt the bile rise in his throat. “And you and Curtis would be the killers?”
“Hypothetically, yes,” said Terrance, keeping his eyes on Rem as if expecting him to strike at any moment. “Winnie, too.”
Tense, Rem rubbed his neck. He wanted to reach across the table and slug Terrance in the face and would have if it could have helped.
“What do you think their plan is now?” asked Daniels, his face rigid. “Now that you and Curtis are out of the picture and the house is destroyed?”
Terrance studied his hands.
“Terrance?” asked Rem.
Terrance looked up. “Pretty much the same, although when and where it will happen is unknown.”
Rem gripped the edge of the table. “Great. Just great.”
Daniels cleared his throat and took a pause. “You’re just a big, bright ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”
Terrance squirmed some more.
“Anything else you can offer that might actually help us?” asked Rem.
“Right now, it’s not looking too good with the judge and prosecutor,” said Daniels. “We need something solid.”
Terrance’s face fell. “Hell, man. I told you what I know. What else do want from me?”
Rem fought to control himself. “We want Margaret, you asshole. And if we don’t find her and she ends up hurting someone else, I’m going to make sure you go away for the rest of your life.”
Terrance showed a spark of anger. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”
Rem stood, put his hands on the table and shouted. “You’re lying.”
“I’m not,” yelled Terrance.
“What about acquaintances?” yelled Rem. “Margaret has followers. You can’t tell me there weren’t any other people involved. What about Victor D’Mato and his goons? What about Allison?”
Daniels stood and put his hand on Rem’s arm. It was his signal for Rem to pull it back. Rem straightened and paced.
“Come on, Terrance,” said Daniels. “Think. Surely you know more than you realize. Did you overhear something you shouldn’t have? Did Winnie confide in you about anything? Or maybe Curtis? Margaret hung out with other people who did her bidding. It wasn’t just you, Curtis, and Winnie.”
Rem kept pacing. He couldn’t imagine leaving this room with nothing more than what he’d entered it with. Terrance was their only lead. He whirled toward him. “Tell us something. Anything…”
“Allison,” said Terrance, his forehead furrowed. “I know that name.”
Rem walked back to the table. “How do you know it?”
Terrance stared off for a second. “There was something going on with Winnie, not long after Curtis and I joined up with him. I heard him on the phone once and he mentioned a guy named Oswald.”
Daniels made eye contact with Rem and sat. Rem sat, too. “What did you hear?” asked Rem. His heart raced. Maybe Terrance would come through after all.
“Not much,” said Terrance. “Just something about how he’d arranged something.”
“Arranged what?” asked Daniels.
Terrance grunted. “I don’t know. It sounded like a deal had been made. That maybe Oswald would do something in exchange for something happening to this Allison.”
“And Winnie was planning it?” asked Rem.
“Winnie was always the go-between. He rarely gets his hands dirty if he doesn’t have to. I think he was just communicating the terms.”
“Between Oswald and who?” asked Daniels.
“No idea,” said Terrance.
Rem fell back in his seat. Instead of getting better, it was only getting worse. Terrance was only reminding them of things they didn’t know. “Shit. This was a waste of time.”
Daniels studied Terrance. “Maybe not.” He spoke to Rem. “You said you talked to other inmates, guards, and kitchen staff at the jail. What if we give Terrance a list of names and see if he recognizes any of them?”
Rem scoffed. “There’s no way—”
“Winnie didn’t mention any other names, but if I were you, I’d talk to the guards,” said Terrance. “That’s who Winnie would have dealt with. He was too smart to deal with inmates. Too risky and unreliable.”
Rem sat up. “You said you didn’t know anything.”
“Not about this Allison, but I know Winnie,” said Terrance. “I know how he works. I’m guessing since we’re talking about inmates and prison staff, your girl Allison either worked at the prison or was in it?”
“She was in jail, awaiting trial,” said Daniels. “Her food was poisoned.”
Terrance fiddled with his cuffs. “My bet? Winnie found someone who got a hold of a guard and offered the guard something he couldn’t refuse. Winnie would never deal with them directly. You find the guard and you’ll find out what happened to this Allison.” He chewed a nail. “Just my two cents.”
Daniels spoke to Rem. “How far down did you dig when you checked the guards?”
Rem thought about it. “We checked who was with Allison and when and talked to each of them. Asked the warden, too. Nothing stood out.” He questioned if it had been enough. “To be honest, we focused more on inmates, visitors, and staff.”
Daniels set his hand on the table. “I think it’s time to dig for the skeletons in the closet. If we’re lucky, and we locate the guard involved,” he gestured toward Terrance, “assuming Einstein here knows what he’s talking about…” Terrance offered him a pointed look, and Daniels continued, “then this guard might lead us straight to Winnie.”
“And Margaret,” added Rem. For the first time in a while, he felt the stirrings of hope.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
DANIELS SAT IN HIS kitchen. He’d had a good day. After physical therapy, he and Marjorie had met with his doctor, who’d given Daniels the green light to start driving, and after some coaxing from Daniels, had agreed to let Daniels return to work the following week, provided he had no setbacks and remained at his desk. Daniels had almost kissed him. 
He and Marjorie made a date to celebrate that weekend with a night out and Marjorie had called Mikey to invite her and Rem to join them. Mikey had happily accepted.
Since interrogating Terrance, Daniels had barely spoken to Rem. His partner had immediately dived back into the investigation, eager to find who had betrayed Allison, hopeful it would lead to Margaret. It had been hard for Daniels to stay on the sidelines. After talking to Terrance, he’d wanted to jump back in and help, but he’d gone home instead. He’d determined then that when he spoke to his doctor, he was going to push to get back to work. Thankfully, he’d been convincing and the doctor had agreed.
After the appointment, Marjorie dropped Daniels off at home and returned to work. She had to work late, though, so Daniels tried to stay busy at the house. He’d made some dinner, sat to eat and was about to clean up when his phone rang. He saw it was Rem and answered. “Hey.”
“Hey,” said Rem. “You busy?” He sounded excited.
Daniels snorted. “Yeah. There’s so much to do around here. I can’t keep up.”
“You mind if I stop by?”
“Of course not. Marjorie is picking J.P. up from her mom’s on her way home and I’m here by myself. Plus, I’ve got good news to share. Where are you?”
“Right outside.” There was a knock.
Rolling his eyes, Daniels hung up. He walked over and opened the door. “Why bother calling me?”
Holding a laptop and folders, Rem marched inside. “Didn’t want to disturb dinner time. What’s the good news?” He went straight to the kitchen, moved Daniels’ plate aside and sat the laptop and folders on the table.
Daniels joined him. “I can drive again, and I’m officially cleared for desk duty as of next week.”
“Really?” Rem opened the laptop and barely looked up. “That’s great. Have a seat. I have something to show you.”
“Don’t get too excited.”
Rem glanced up. “No. I am. I’m just distracted. Congratulations.” The laptop screen brightened.
Daniels almost groaned. “This isn’t some dumb show about idiots who torture themselves, is it?”
“No, it’s way different this time.” He pointed. “Sit your butt. You’re not going to believe this.”
Curious, Daniels sat at his dining table. “What is it?”
Running his hands through his hair, Rem started pacing. “Let me gather my thoughts.”
Daniels wondered what was going on. “Everything okay?”
“Yes. I’m good. But I’ve made some progress.” Rem stopped moving and faced Daniels. “I talked to Angela from the front desk, and she was a goldmine of information. I wish I’d talked to her sooner.”
“What did she tell you?”
“She gave me three names of guards she thought were questionable. She didn’t like them for a variety of reasons, so I started there.” He opened a folder. “The first one is Pail Gardener.”
“Pail? That’s a strange name. Male or female?”
“Female.”
“As in container or the color?”
“Container.”
Daniels smirked. “So odd. Who would name their kid Pail?”
“Who cares about her name? Can we stick to the subject?”
“Sure. What about Pail?”
Rem pulled out a paper. “She’s been a guard for two years. Good overall reviews but a few marks against her for absenteeism. Angela said she’s aloof and thinks the job is beneath her.” He read from the paper. “I did some digging and a week after Allison’s death, Pail bought herself a new car.” He looked up. “Angela said it was fancy. She could hear Pail pull up in the parking lot.”
“You think someone paid Pail off for poisoning Allison?”
“That was the logical thought. I talked to the warden though. Apparently, Pail had a death in the family and came into some funds.”
“So she’s a maybe,” said Daniels. He stood. “You want some water?”
“Sure.” Rem set the paper down. “The second name Angela gave me is Raul Cruz. He’s definitely interesting.”
Daniels grabbed two glasses and added ice to them, then filled them from the water dispenser in his kitchen. “At least his name is normal.”
Rem’s mouth fell open. “Are you on pain killers?”
“No. I just think it’s weird. But I’ll get past it. Tell me about Raul.”
Rem opened the second folder. “Raul’s worked at the jail for three years. He’s higher on my list because he’s got more experience and had more access to Allison.”
“Any unexpected money deposits?”
“No, but he’s got a brother who was arrested for possession with intent to distribute. Third offense, so he was looking at time. His trial was coming up when Allison died.”
“Why is that suspicious?”
“Because a week after Allison’s death, the judge threw out the evidence against the brother. The charges were dropped.”
Daniels handed Rem his water. “You think someone with enough clout got Raul’s brother freed in exchange for killing Allison?” He sipped his drink. “You think Winnie’s that powerful?”
Rem took his water and set it on the table. “Winnie or someone Winnie contacted. Remember, he was doing a deal between Oswald and someone else. We don’t know who that someone else is…yet.”
“Maybe Terrance was wrong, and it was just between Winnie and Oswald.” Daniels returned to his seat.
“Why would Winnie care about Allison? And Oswald told us Margaret had no interest in killing a pregnant woman, rival or not.”
“Maybe Oswald was offering him something in exchange.”
Rem waved a hand. “Like what? What could Oswald offer that this overly confident Winnie couldn’t do for himself?”
“I don’t know, but it’s a thought.”
“Well, hold onto it until we get through what I’ve learned. You’ll see why.”
“Okay,” said Daniels, now even more curious. “What about the third name?”
Rem dug through a third folder. “Douglas Halpin. Angela hates him and according to the jail grapevine, is pretty sure he doles out contraband to the inmates for a price.”
“Price? What could the inmates give him?”
“Not the inmates. The families of the inmates. Angela thinks Doug would offer anything from cigarettes to drugs to incarcerated loved ones if the family dropped him a dime or two.”
“Seriously? Nobody’s reported that? The warden doesn’t know?”
“If he does, he doesn’t care. I guess guards aren’t easy to find. And the inmates have no reason to report and even if they did, Halpin could deny it. I guess the families comply to keep their loved one happy. Who knows?”
“So you think someone got Halpin to convince an inmate to drop a drug into Allison’s lunch?”
“That was my thought. Hard to prove though.”
“You talked to the inmates. Anyone stand out?”
Rem pointed. “That’s the million-dollar question.” He rifled through the papers again. “Manetti and I talked to inmates that were there at the same time as Allison. Some are in prison now, and others aren’t. I reviewed all of our notes and one stood out. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but I do now.” He pulled out a paper and handed it to Daniels. “Chaz Forton.”
Daniels eyed a mug shot of a bald man with a huge neck and bulbous nose.
“Arrested for assault and battery. Almost beat his best friend to death. He was awaiting trial and couldn’t post bail. Funny thing is someone paid it the day after Allison died.”
Daniels set the paper down. “You track Forton down?”
“Sure did. At the morgue. Someone killed him a week after his release. His head was bashed in with a baseball bat.” Rem ticked up a brow.
Daniels recalled his own injury. “You think Forton’s murder was one of the odd jobs that Curtis and Terrance performed for Winnie?”
“That’s what I’m wondering. Seems damn convenient.”
Daniels crossed his arms. “So Douglas Halpin asked Chaz Forton to poison Allison. Why is Doug still walking around?”
“Because he’s one step removed. Plus, if he says anything, it exposes his little contraband operation.”
“Did you talk to him?”
“I did. Wouldn’t say a word. But he implied that any favors he did were only at the request of others."
"So, someone asked him to do it. Was it Winnie?”
“No. I don’t think so.” Restless, Rem paced again. “Here’s where it gets interesting.” He massaged his shoulder. “I have a hunch that Raul arranged for Halpin to precipitate Allison’s murder. In exchange, his brother got the charges against him dropped.”
“But who got the charges dropped, because it sure as hell wasn’t Halpin.”
“No, I know. I’m sure Raul offered Halpin something for his efforts, but somebody else contacted the judge on Raul’s brother’s case.”
“You think the judge is involved?”
Rem stopped pacing. “How could he not be? How else does evidence get thrown out? I talked to the prosecutor on the case, and he was blind-sided by the judge’s actions. Thought he had Raul’s brother dead to rights.” He pulled out a chair and sat. “So, I did some more digging.”
“Where’s Manetti in all this?”
“Since he was cleared in the shooting, Lozano still has him working the wealthy couple angle. Cap’s a little skeptical about Terrance’s suggestion to follow the guards, but he’s giving me some leeway. We have the sketch of Winnie based on Terrance’s description, so Manetti’s been taking the sketch around to see if anyone recognizes Winnie. The Sumners, who owned the burned house, came home from their trip and Manetti’s been talking to them, too.”
“What’s Winnie look like?”
“Unfortunately, pretty non-descript. Clean shaven, Wavy dark hair that comes to his ears. Narrow set eyes. He looks like a lot of men out there. He is a smoker, though, so that might help. Smoking is almost taboo nowadays.”
“Figures he looks average. And if he knows we have a sketch of him, he’ll likely change his appearance.”
“Probably.”
Daniels glanced at the folders. “Who’s the judge that dropped the charges?”
Rem found another paper. “Judge Thomas Bremmer. Been on the bench nine years.” He handed the paper to Daniels. Daniels studied the photo. Bremmer looked to be in his mid-fifties. He had salt and pepper hair, wide eyes and had the look of a confident man who handed down harsh sentences and played golf on the weekends. “Anything on him?”
“Finding dirt on judges is risky. Especially in a short period of time, so I took a different route. Courthouses and jails have one thing in common. Cameras.”
Daniels set the paper on Bremmer down. “You watched the cameras? Have you slept since I’ve seen you?”
Rem picked up his water and took several gulps. He lowered it. “Not much.” He set the water down.
“Obviously, you found something.”
“Oh, boy. Did I ever.” Rem leaned and typed a password into the laptop. “I started with the judge. I got the okay to view the images from the hallway outside his chambers in the two weeks prior to the charges being dropped.”
“You watched two weeks’ worth of footage?”
“No. I’m not that crazy. I asked the clerk to tell me when the judge was in court. Then just watched on those days.”
“That’s still a lot of footage.”
Rem started typing and clicking on the laptop. “Then it’s a good thing I got lucky.” He pulled up a file and opened it. “I caught this in the hall outside the courtroom. It’s time stamped at seven thirty a.m. Apparently, the judge arrives early. Look who met him outside his chambers.” He swiveled the laptop so Daniels could see the screen.
Daniels hit the play button and watched. Recognizing the person in the video, Daniels dropped his jaw and his eyes rounded. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Seeing Daniels’ reaction, Rem’s heart skipped. He hadn’t believed it either. “It shocked the hell out of me, too.”
Daniels watched the rest of the video. “But that’s—”
“I know who that is.” He eyed the footage. “They talk for a few minutes, then enter his office. They don’t come out for another hour.”
His mouth hanging open, Daniels kept watching. “What do you think happened inside his chambers?”
Rem shrugged. “That’s a great question.”
Daniels expelled a long breath. “It’s still thin. It’s just a video of two people talking. There could be a reasonable explanation.”
“Which is why I got the warden’s permission to check the cameras at the jail. I looked for the days when Raul was working around the same timeframe as that conversation with the judge and checked the video on those dates.” He swiveled the laptop back and pulled up another file, this one from the jail. “Sure enough, a week before that visit to the judge, look who talked to Raul outside on the jailhouse steps.” He hit play. The image was grainy but still good enough to identify the people in it. He swiveled it back to Daniels.
Daniels narrowed his eyes and then widened them. “I don’t believe it.”
“Believe it.”
Still watching, Daniels shook his head. “But how? Why?”
“Think about it,” said Rem. “Oswald wanted Allison dead and he did something in return. Think about what he did.”
Rem waited and was rewarded when Daniels’ expression hardened, and he gripped the edge of the table. “Son-of-a-bitch.”
“My sentiments exactly.” He straightened the papers and put them back in the folders. “The videos alone aren’t enough, but I suspect a good talk with Raul about how he could go to jail as an accessory to murder might convince him to wear a wire and make a phone call. Then we’ll have all we need.”
Daniels had gone pale. “Have you taken this to Lozano?”
“Not yet.” Rem shut the laptop. “Right now, it’s just you and me. I’ll see him first thing in the morning though. Care to join me?”
“You better believe it.”
“Good.” Rem picked up the folders. “And congrats again on the driving and desk duty. That’s a huge step.”
Daniels’ brow furrowed when Rem picked up the laptop and folders. “What’s your hurry? You want to stay and have a celebratory beer?”
Rem slid the laptop under his arm. “I would, but Mikey’s at my place and I don’t like her being alone. I told her I’d head that way after I talked to you.”
Daniels nodded. “All right. We’re all going to dinner this weekend, by the way, to celebrate.”
“Even better. Maybe by then, we’ll be one step closer to finding Winnie and Margaret.”
“You think this will help?” He gestured toward the laptop.
“I hope so. Facing a murder charge tends to loosen lips.”
Daniels walked him to the door. “Maybe we’ll have two things to celebrate then.”
“Cross your fingers.” Rem opened the door and walked out.
“You did a good job on this, by the way.”
Rem turned back. “I’m motivated.”
“I know you are.” He paused. “Hey. Text me when you get home. I know you’re looking out for Mikey, but someone needs to look out for you.”
Rem headed down the walkway and waved. “I will. See you tomorrow.”
“See you.”

Rem pulled up in his driveway and parked behind Mikey’s car. Carrying the laptop and folders, he got out and jogged up to his door. He unlocked it and stepped inside. “Hey. I’m here.” He glanced into the kitchen and living room and spotted Mikey sitting on the sofa. “Wait till I tell you about what I’ve found.” He closed the door and went to the kitchen, where he set the laptop and folders on the counter. He tossed his car keys next to them.
He turned back and saw Mikey still sitting on the sofa. Normally, she’d greet him with a kiss, but her back was rigid, and her eyes glittered with tears.
Worried, Rem walked toward her. “You okay? What’s the matter?”
He’d made it through the front foyer when a shadow moved, and a figure emerged from behind the wall. Rem froze. Margaret Redstone stepped out, a gun in her hand and aiming it at Mikey’s head.
She grinned at him. “Welcome home, Aaron.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
MANETTI SAT AT HIS desk and finished the last report. He saved and closed it and turned off his monitor. He checked the time. After a busy day of flashing Winnie’s picture around to the friends, family, and business associates of the Sumners, he had little to show for his efforts. It had been a long day and he was tired. He’d called Annabelle to let her know he’d be late, and Rem had already left. 
Ready to go home, he opened his bottom drawer to grab his lunch bag and saw the small box he’d picked up the day before. He pulled it out and set it on his desk. He’d meant to give it to Rem, but they’d both been busy, and the timing hadn’t been right. Eyeing the box, he opened it, seeing the item inside. It had taken some doing to fix it, but it was finally done. All Manetti had to do was give it to Rem.
He sighed, realizing he was nervous. Once Rem saw what it was, Manetti would have to admit his mistake. Although in his logical mind he knew it wasn’t that big of a deal, he still dreaded it. He’d tossed and turned the night before and figured he’d do it again tonight.
Get some stones, Manetti. You shot and killed someone in the line of duty. You can sure as hell give this to Rem.
He closed the box. Making up his mind, he decided to get it over with. If he wanted to sleep tonight, he’d have to deliver it, talk to Rem, apologize, and be done with it.
Thinking of Annabelle, he grabbed his phone to call and tell her he had a stop to make on his way home.

Rem didn’t move, but his heart was in his stomach. Mikey flinched when Margaret moved closer and put the gun against her head.
“Don’t,” he said. “Leave her alone.” His fear made his heart rate triple its pace. He softened his voice. “Please.”
Margaret’s grin remained and Rem shivered. “Turn your phone off and put it and your gun in the kitchen,” she said. “You won’t be needing them.” She pushed the gun against Mikey’s head. “Now.”
Saying a desperate prayer to himself that Margaret wouldn’t pull the trigger, Rem moved slowly and did as she asked. He carefully took his gun out of its holster and his cell from his pocket. Turning off his phone, he stepped backwards until he was in the kitchen. He set them both on the counter on top of the folders. Then stepped toward the living room.
Margaret watched him. “Sit,” she said. “On the couch.”
His hands visible, Rem took slow steps toward the sofa and sat beside Mikey.
Margaret seemed to relax and moved away, putting some distance between them and her, but she still aimed the gun.
Relieved the gun was no longer against Mikey’s head, Rem tried to think. No longer appearing like her confident self, Margaret paced. Her hair was frazzled, and her blue eyes darted around the room. He saw a backpack and animal carrier in the corner and attempted to talk to her. “Where’ve you been since the house burned down? You been hanging out with Winnie?” His only option was to engage with her and hope she’d leave. He didn’t want to think about what she’d do if she stayed.
Margaret whirled toward him. “Winnie’s gone his own way. I had things to do and so did he.”
“Margaret, please—” said Mikey, her voice shaky.
“Shut up, Mikey,” yelled Margaret.
Mikey jumped, and Rem wanted to take her hand but feared it would make Margaret angrier.
“Don’t you say one word.” Margaret sneered at her.
Rem started to sweat. Margaret’s normal composure had slipped, and it scared him that his suspicions were accurate. She was spiraling downward fast. “What do you want?” he asked, trying to sound at ease.
She focused on him, her eyes as sharp as the tip of a spear. “What do I want?” She scoffed. “I told you what I want, and you rejected me. Now the repercussions are clear.” She held the gun on Mikey.
Rem raised his voice. “You want me? You can have me. Just let her go.”
“No,” said Mikey, tears trickling down her face. “You can’t do that.”
Rem whispered. “I’ll do whatever I have to if it keeps you alive.”
Mikey took his hand. “You can’t. I won’t let you.”
Rem gripped her fingers.
“How sweet,” said Margaret.
Mikey and Rem went quiet.
“You do make a cute couple,” said Margaret. She shot her gaze toward Rem and her eyebrow arched. “Just how far are you willing to go to save her?”
Rem’s heart raced like a jackhammer. “Whatever it takes.”
“Rem, please,” said Mikey.
“Sssh,” he said. “It’ll be okay.” In his gut, he knew it wouldn’t be, but he refused to watch Margaret kill the woman he loved.
Margaret’s expression softened, as if she sensed victory. “Would you beg?” She stepped closer. “Would you plead for her life?”
“Yes,” said Rem. “If that’s what you want.” He held Mikey’s hand like it was his last hope for survival.
She smiled. “Would you join me in the bedroom? We can tie her up while we have some fun.” She glanced at Mikey. “Or we could make her watch.”
Rem’s stomach lurched. Despite all he’d been through, he couldn’t imagine a worse torture. He didn’t know what to do. “Listen, Margaret—”
“Would you?” she screamed.
Mikey startled and a sob escaped. Rem wanted to cry, too, but forced himself to stay strong. “If that’s what it takes, I’ll do it,” he said. “I love your sister, Margaret. And nothing you do to me will change that.” Anger broiled in his belly. He was so sick of this woman’s manipulations. “So, if you want to humiliate me in front of her, then fine. Do it. But it won’t matter because she’ll still love me no matter what happens tonight.”
Her face darkened, and Rem cursed himself. He should have kept his mouth shut.
Margaret stared for a second and her arm relaxed, but the gun remained pointed at them. “Well said. You were always good with words. I admired that when Allison had you on the slab.”
Rem tried to breathe evenly but it was getting harder and harder. “I’ll do whatever you want.” He couldn’t stop his voice from shaking, too.
Mikey swiped at a tear.
Margaret stepped closer and he expected her to tell him to get up when she started to laugh. His belly tightened at the familiar cackle. She kept laughing until her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “You should have seen your face.” She laughed some more. “Pure disgust.” She stopped laughing. “Do you honestly think I’d sleep with you? Here? Now?” She glared. “You’re so stupid. I made my offer but now it’s gone. You had your chance.” Her glare eased. “But it’s good to know you changed your mind. I guess you and I will just have to dream about what could have been.”
Rem’s relief bloomed but the dread returned. What would it take for them to survive this? “Then I’ll ask again. What’s your plan?”
“Is it so hard to figure out? Why do you think I’m here? For a chat and a coffee? I’m here to tie up loose ends, and then I’m leaving.”
Rem heard a meow come from the animal carrier. “You taking your pet with you?”
Margaret glanced briefly toward the corner. “That’s Chester. You remember Chester, don’t you Rem? Oswald introduced you.”
Rem recalled Chester getting into his backyard and how his neighbor had come to retrieve her. “I remember.”
“Chester’s been with me ever since,” said Margaret. “She’s a good friend. Unfortunately, though, I can’t take her with me where I’m going, so I’ll leave her here with a note, asking whoever finds your bodies to please make sure she gets a good home, and to not change her name. Chester suits her.”
“Just leave, Margaret,” said Mikey. “You can go wherever you want. Start a new life.”
“Oh, I will,” said Margaret. “But not until I clean up this mess.” She tensed and looked at Rem. “I led you right to Mikey, didn’t I?”
Surprised she’d admitted to what she perceived as a mistake, he answered. “It would have happened either way, but if anyone is to, as you say, blame, it’d be Allison and Victor.”
“Allison.” Margaret scowled. “Always wanted what I had, including Victor. I guess she got what she deserved in the end.” She tilted her head. “But not before she got what she wanted from you.”
Rem’s stomach flipped again. “Look where it got her. Maybe you should learn from her mistakes.”
Margaret chuckled. “Good point, but you didn’t kill her and neither did I.”
“She made plenty of enemies,” said Rem. “I suspect you have, too.”
“I’ve also made plenty of friends.”
“Like the mysterious Winnie?” asked Rem. “Who is he?”
Margaret didn’t flinch. “Who he is and where he is will never be known by you. He’s cunning, smart, and always lands on his feet. I suppose that’s why I like him. We have a lot in common.”
Rem kept talking. “Don’t you worry he’ll turn on you?”
“He turns on me and I turn on him. We both know each other’s secrets.” She sneered at Mikey. “Just like you and me.”
“I don’t care about your secrets, Margaret,” said Mikey.
“What about yours, little sister?” Margaret leaned in, her eyes as cold and dark as a shark’s. “Have you told Rem everything? About you and Victor? You’re not as innocent as you pretend to be.”
“He knows everything,” said Mikey. “I have nothing to hide.”
Margaret cackled. “You don’t? What about the nights with Victor when he’d invite others to join in on the pleasure. You had plenty of fun as I recall. Did you tell him about that?”
Mikey’s fingers tightened around Rem’s. “I was drugged,” she said. “What did you expect me to do?”
“Is that your excuse?” asked Margaret. “Nice try.” She eyed Rem. “She’s not as sweet as you think she is. She can get down and dirty with the best of them.” She paused. “I think that’s why Victor liked her so much.”
“Shut up,” said Mikey. More tears streamed down her face.
“Leave her alone,” said Rem. “And where were you when Victor was abusing her? Your sister was in Victor’s clutches, and you did shit about it. What kind of sister does that?”
“Am I supposed to be hurt or appalled?” asked Margaret. “I think it’s very clear what kind of person…and sister I am. And don’t let her fool you. She’s just as evil as me, she’s just not brave enough to own it.” She gazed at Mikey, her eyes slits. “I know what you did. I know where the bodies are buried.”
Mikey, her cheeks red and wet with tears, shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t lie to me,” screamed Margaret, straightening her aim at Mikey. “If I had the time and patience, I’d bring those skeletons to the surface, but I’ve got a flight to catch.”
Terror rippled through Rem’s body, and he sat forward. “Don’t.”
“Say goodbye to your beloved.” Margaret narrowed her gaze at Mikey and Rem almost bolted forward to take the bullet when the doorbell rang.

Nervous, Manetti shifted his feet outside Rem’s door, waiting for him to answer. Holding the box, he wondered why he was so darn nervous. It wasn’t that big of a deal. The more he thought about it though, the more anxious he became. When no one answered, he eyed the cars in the driveway. One was Rem’s and the other one was probably his girlfriend Mikey’s. He knew someone had to be home. He rang the doorbell again, hoping someone would answer because he needed a decent night’s sleep.
Several more seconds passed, and he debated ringing one more time, when the door opened, and Manetti saw Rem. He stood quietly, his normal friendly greeting subdued and his face flat. Manetti wondered if he’d interrupted something, and his nervousness crept up a notch. “Hey,” he said. “Sorry to disturb you.”
“What’s up, Manetti?” His expression didn’t change, and he didn’t invite Manetti in.
Manetti held out the box. “I…uh…wanted to give this to you earlier but I chickened out. I…just thought I’d stop by and give it to you now in case we get busy again tomorrow.”
Rem took the box. “What is it?”
“Just open it.”
Rem opened the box, stared for a second, and pulled out the hot dog snow globe.
Manetti dove in. “I’m the reason it was missing. I knocked it off the desk, and it broke. I didn’t have the guts to tell you because I know it has a special meaning between you and Daniels, so I took it to get it fixed, only it’s not that easy to find someone who fixes snow globes. I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner, but I felt so lousy about it—”
“It’s fine, Manetti.” Rem held the globe and shook it. “You worry too much.”
“I know I do. You’re not angry?”
“Hell, no. Thanks for getting it fixed.” The mustard flakes settled over the hot dog. “You should go home and eat some brussel sprouts or something. Try to relax. Better yet, eat some carbs. It will do wonders for your mental state.” Rem held his gaze.
Manetti stilled and hesitated when he realized Rem had just used two of their trigger words. His mind whirled. Was something wrong? Instinctively, he chuckled and answered. “Have you lost your marbles?”
Rem stood rigid in the doorway. “Of course I have, and you can tell Daniels I said so.”
Manetti’s heart pounded. What the hell was going on?
“Thanks for stopping by.” Rem put the snow globe back in the box and raised it. “This means a lot. You have a nice night.”
“You, too,” said Manetti, now almost certain Rem needed help. “See you tomorrow.”
“Yeah. See you.” With a last look, Rem shut the door.
Manetti turned and headed back to his car. He debated what to do next and told himself to walk casually in case he was being watched. He got to his car, started it up and backed out of the driveway slowly, as if nothing was wrong. Once on the street, he drove away from Rem’s house, turned the corner, and out of view, he pulled to the curb and parked.
He got out of the car, wondering what to do. Call it in? Call Lozano? But then he remembered Rem’s words. Tell Daniels I said so. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, hit a button, and waited while the phone rang.
Daniels answered on the third ring. “Hey, Manetti. What’s up?”
Manetti gripped the phone. “I think Rem’s in big trouble.”

Rem set the snow globe on the coffee table and sat again next to Mikey.
“Nice job,” said Margaret. Holding the gun, she moved toward the window, pulled the shade back, and watched. “Looks like he’s on his way.” She dropped the shade back. “Now, where were we?”
“Think this through, Marge,” said Mikey. She’d stopped crying but her eyes and cheeks were red. “If you kill us, they’ll never stop hunting for you.”
Margaret returned to the front of the room. “They’ve been hunting for me all this time. What’s different about now?”
“If you kill us, it only gets worse,” said Rem. “They’ll hunt you everywhere.”
“Let them. I’m prepared for it. I didn’t come here without knowing exactly what I’m doing.”
“What about Dad?” asked Mikey. “This will kill him, too.”
Margaret snickered. “Ruben Montes is taking care of him. Dad will mourn but recover quickly. You two were never that close anyway.”
Mikey glared, and Rem suspected her own anger was growing. “What do you know about Ruben?” asked Mikey. “Did you have something to do with him showing up to help Dad?”
Margaret’s crazed look abated but her eyes sparkled. “I had a lot to do with it. Ruben has a grudge. It’s part of the reason Mason is still alive. After my attempt to kill you and him, I figured I’d give Ruben his shot. Let’s see what he can do. You, on the other hand, are all mine.” She paused. “Once Ruben has his fun, then it will be my turn. I’ll let Mason grieve you for a while before I take him next.”
“Dad wouldn’t want this. Neither would Mom,” yelled Mikey. “She didn’t raise you to hurt people, Marge.”
“You leave Mom out of this,” yelled Margaret. “If she’d be disappointed in anyone, it would be you and Mason. You left her to die.”
Rem listened to the exchange between Mikey and her sister, praying it would provide them enough time to allow Manetti to call Daniels. He hoped Manetti had interpreted his message correctly. If he called it in and police cars suddenly appeared, their sirens blazing, he didn’t know what Margaret would do. She was unstable enough to shoot them both and then shoot herself. He eyed the clock and pleaded in his head for more time.

Daniels zoomed down the street and turned the corner. He’d taken the roads behind Rem’s house and seeing Manetti parked at the curb, he pulled up behind him. Manetti ran up and Daniels got out of his car. “Anything change?” asked Daniels. He’d brought his gun and he checked it.
“Nothing, but I can’t see much from here.”
Daniels did his best to stay calm. After Manetti’s phone call, he suspected the worst, but there was no way to know until they got closer.
“Are you sure we shouldn’t call for reinforcements?” asked Manetti.
Daniels wondered the same thing, but something told him to hold off. He’d debated calling Mason, but worried Mason would get emotionally involved and race into Rem’s to save Mikey and confront Margaret. “If Margaret’s unraveling in there, it could set her off. Then we’ll have three dead bodies on our hands.” He holstered his weapon and jogged to the corner of Rem’s street and looked down it. He could see the side of Rem’s house. The sun had gone down and light filtered through the closed shades. Rem’s and Mikey’s cars were in the driveway. “Come on,” he said. “Stay low and follow me.”
They ran down the sidewalk, cut across the neighbor’s lawn and stopped against the side of Rem’s house. Daniels edged to the corner, dropped to his knees, and crawled. Manetti followed. Daniels approached the first window and raised himself enough to peek through the glass. The shade was drawn but there was about an inch of space between it and the pane. Through that narrow gap, he could see Rem’s living room. He could see the couch and what looked like the back of Rem’s and Mikey’s heads. Someone’s legs walked in front of them, and he briefly saw a hand holding a gun, but he couldn’t see who it belonged to. He kept watching and then heard a yell. A chill ran through him when he recognized the woman’s voice. It was Margaret Redstone.
He watched a second longer then lowered his head. He looked back at Manetti and put a finger to his lips, then crawled to the next window. That shade was fully closed, and he couldn’t see anything, but the voices were clearer. He heard Margaret curse and say something about her mother, and then Mikey yelled back.
Trying to move fast, but carefully at the same time, he crawled toward the front steps and left the shrubs. Now out of sight of the window, he stood and ran to the opposite side of the house. Manetti was right behind him, and Daniels stopped in front of Rem’s garage. Rem never used it for anything but storage and up until recently, the garage door hadn’t closed properly and had remained partially open. Rem had tried to fix it though and now it closed but wouldn’t open properly.
Thinking this would be their best entry point, he spotted something protruding from beneath the door. He squatted and saw a jack wedged underneath, holding it open about twelve inches off the ground. It was obviously where Margaret had gained entry to the house. Grateful they now had a way in without making noise, Daniels laid flat and scooted under the door. Manetti did the same and joined Daniels in Rem’s dark garage.
Daniels pulled his weapon and whispered. “We’re going to have to go in. Don’t make a sound.”
“What happens when we get in there?”
Daniels wished he knew. “If there’s some way to alert Rem to our presence, I’ll try it. If not, we may have to barge in and hope the shock will give Rem the upper hand.”
“That sounds risky.”
“This whole thing is risky, but if we don’t do it, she’ll shoot both of them. And something tells me we don’t have much time.” Holding his weapon, he approached the door into the house, praying it wouldn’t squeak when he opened it. If Margaret was alerted to their presence, it would doom Rem and Mikey and it wouldn’t be great for him and Manetti, either. They at least had guns, though, and could defend themselves. He turned the knob and slowly opened the door. It didn’t squeak, and he tiptoed past Rem’s washer and dryer, coat closet and into his kitchen. He glanced behind him, seeing Manetti holding his gun, sweat glistening on his forehead, taking slow deliberate steps. The voices were clearly audible now and he pressed himself against Rem’s refrigerator.

Mikey and Margaret argued about their parents. Each blaming the other for their screwed-up family. Rem gave thanks it was a complicated topic because it was buying them time.
“You think you’re perfect, don’t you?” asked Margaret. “You and Mason were always Mom’s favorites. No matter what you did, she always defended you.”
“She did the same for you,” argued Mikey. “So did Dad, and he didn’t do shit for me and Mason.”
“That’s because he could see right through you, just like me.” Her voice hardened. “Mom had blinders on when it came to you. I was sick of it, so when the time came, I did what needed to be done.”
“That’s what I mean,” yelled Mikey. “You and Victor sent her that box. You killed her.”
“If you and Mason had bothered to show up, you could have helped her sooner and that box wouldn’t have been an issue. But you ignored her when it didn’t suit your purposes. My means were more direct, but you were just as culpable.” She straightened her aim at Mikey. “God, I’m so sick of your pathetic little act.”
Pleading, Mikey raised a hand. “I just want to help you, Marge. I don’t want to argue.”
Margaret swiveled the gun toward Rem. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to shoot him first and make you watch.”
“No,” yelled Mikey. “Don’t.”
Rem stared down the barrel of the gun. “You do this and there’s no return.”
“Don’t lecture me,” said Margaret. “I know what I’m doing. I should have done it sooner.”
“Margaret,” said Rem. “What about your followers? Victor’s groupies? Where are they? Why not go to them?” He didn’t know what else to say but he had to find a way to keep her occupied.
She laughed. “Idiots, most of them. They bore me. They waste their talents on alcohol and drugs. When I’m done here, I’ll start my own group and make Victor’s look like a church choir.”
Rem scrambled to think. “How do you plan to do that with the law after you?”
“Enough with the questions. As I said, I have a flight to catch.” Margaret held the gun on Rem. “Any last words, Mikey?”

Listening, Daniels dropped down to his knees and carefully peered around the corner. He had to be sure where everyone was located. He saw Margaret standing with her back to him, her gun raised. Rem and Mikey were sitting on the couch facing his direction, but they didn’t see him. He pulled back, wondering if he could notify Rem of his presence without alerting Margaret. He couldn’t speak but he eyed the bright kitchen light. Could he get Rem to see his shadow? With Margaret facing away, she wouldn’t notice. Taking a chance, he stepped out into the kitchen and waved his arms in front of the light, creating shadows on the floor beyond the kitchen. Manetti watched him and didn’t move.

The gun on him, Rem remained still, but movement behind Margaret caught his eye.
“Please don’t do this,” whispered Mikey. Another tear spilled over and ran down her cheek.
Margaret glanced toward her, and Rem looked toward the kitchen, seeing shadows dart across his floor. Daniels, he thought. It had to be him. He swallowed. He and Manetti were in his house.
Sweating and his heart racing, he spoke. “You want to kill me? Fine. Just leave Mikey alone. Daniels, too. They’ll both suffer enough when I’m gone. Isn’t that what you want?” He’d deliberately used his partner’s name to let Daniels know that Rem was aware of his presence.
She flicked her gaze back at Rem. “I’ll determine what’s enough and right now, it’s for you to shut up.” She glowered at Mikey. “Both of you.”
Mikey pleaded with her. “Marge. Please.”
“I’m fed up with your pitiful sniveling.” Margaret swiveled the gun back toward Mikey. “I changed my mind. You go first. Bye bye sweet sister.” Narrowing her eyes, she directed her aim, and Rem could almost sense her trigger finger pulling back.
Realizing their time was up, Rem yelled, “DANIELS.” His scream caused Margaret to shift the gun back toward him just as Daniels whirled out into the foyer, his gun raised.
“Freeze,” he yelled, his voice booming. At the same time, Manetti jumped out but squatted low. “Police,” he yelled, his gun raised.
Their presence gave Rem his chance. Margaret hesitated and before she pulled the trigger, he shoved Mikey sideways, jumped up and swatted at Margaret’s hand holding the gun. The weapon discharged and the boom reverberated in the air. Mikey shrieked and a window shattered. On his feet, Rem grabbed the gun and held on as Margaret struggled to pull away. He hooked his foot behind her ankle and shoved her backward. She faltered, lost her balance, and fell to the floor. Rem twisted the gun from her grip and yanked it away from her. Holding the weapon, he stood over her and aimed it at her head, breathing hard and trembling with the adrenaline rush.
Daniels and Manetti raced into the room, but Rem didn’t move. Everything had gone hazy, and he stared at his nemesis who’d tortured him for months. All the abuse and fear coalesced into one giant bundle of outrage and fury. This woman, along with Victor and Allison, had wrecked his mind and soul. Margaret had laughed at him through all of it, almost killed Daniels, and was going to kill Mikey right in front of him.
She didn’t move but smiled at the gun. “You want to kill me, don’t you?”
“Rem,” said Daniels. 
Rem barely registered Daniels’ voice. All he could see was Margaret and her terrifying eyes, and his rage growing, he imagined her dead and how good that would feel.
Margaret sat up. “Do it, or don’t you have the balls?” She cackled at him.
Rem applied pressure to the trigger.

Seeing the war of emotion play across his partner’s face, Daniels took a step forward. Mikey and Manetti didn’t move. “Rem,” he spoke softly. “Put the gun down.”
Mikey whispered from the couch. “Rem.”
Rem’s hand trembled and he stared down at Margaret. Beads of sweat glistened on his temple.
Margaret cackled some more. “You’re so weak. I don’t know why I bothered with you. You’re just as useless as Victor.”
Daniels needed Margaret to shut up before she tipped his partner over the edge. He held out his hand. “Don’t listen to her. Just give me the gun.”
Manetti stayed where he was, but Daniels could hear him breathing.
Margaret continued her rant. “You think just because I’m behind bars that I still can’t get to you?” She squinted. “I will always get to you. You will never be free from me. Never.”
“Shut up, Margaret.” Mikey stood slowly. “Aaron. Listen to my voice. Give Daniels the gun.”
“Just shoot,” yelled Margaret. “Show her that you’re the man you think you are. Not some sniveling, whiny, crybaby.”
Rem’s hand tightened around the gun.
“Rem, please don’t,” said Daniels. “If you do, she wins.” He prayed he was getting through.
“She’s my sister,” pleaded Mikey. “Don’t shoot her.”
“Do it,” yelled Margaret. “Show them all what you’re capable of.”
Rem blinked and his hand wavered. He swallowed, took a shaky breath, and stepped back. “You’re under arrest,” he said quietly. His blank look faded and he seemed to return to the present.
Daniels took advantage. “Cuff her Manetti and read Margaret her rights.”
Margaret mocked Rem. “I always knew you were weak.”
Manetti holstered his gun, got behind Margaret, grabbed her arms and pulled them around to her back. “You have the right to remain silent.” He cuffed her wrists and continued reciting her rights as Margaret got angrier. 
“You’ll regret this,” she screamed at Rem. “You’ll never be rid of me. You’ll have wished you’d killed me, you stupid fool. I’ll kill Mikey, too. I’ll find a way.”
Manetti hauled her up, and Rem stood unmoving while Margaret shrieked at him.
“Get her out of here,” yelled Daniels.
Manetti dragged her out the front door while Margaret, spittle flying from her lips, continued to threaten Rem and Mikey. Her gaze never left Rem.
Rem stood like a statue and Daniels stepped up to him. “Give me the gun, partner.” Rem looked over at him, his eyes haunted and his face pale. Daniels touched his arm. “It’s over.”
Rem studied the gun as if surprised he had it. He slowly raised it, loosened his hold, and handed it to Daniels.
Mikey ran into Rem’s arms and buried her head in his neck. Daniels could hear her sobs.
Rem clung to her, his jaw tight and his own eyes shiny with tears but he nodded at Daniels to let him know he was okay.
Daniels nodded back, and Rem circled his arms around Mikey and pulled her against him.
Giving them some privacy, Daniels left the house to help Manetti.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
REM SAT IN LOZANO’S office, holding a big cup of coffee, and waited for Lozano and Daniels. Lozano was on his way back from a meeting and Daniels was down in the cafeteria. They were both five minutes late. 
Sighing, he settled back in his seat and reflected on his prior week. After Margaret’s arrest, he’d spent the next forty-eight hours writing reports, making statements, talking to the prosecutor on Margaret’s case and just trying to stay sane. Bouncing back had been hard. He kept seeing Margaret’s sneer and hearing her cackle. Nightmares had plagued him the first few nights. He’d dreamt about Margaret shooting Mikey and would wake up in a cold sweat. Mikey would do her best to comfort him, but Rem’s mind would return to that moment when he’d held the gun on Margaret while she screamed at him. He’d been so close to pulling the trigger. If Daniels and Mikey hadn’t been there, would he have done it? It bothered him that he couldn’t answer the question.
Margaret had been returned to the psychiatric facility and placed under maximum security. Additional charges were filed against her, but the prosecutor didn’t hold out hope that it would ever go to court, since according to the doctor at the hospital, Margaret was in no condition to stand trial. She’d ranted and raved enough at her return to warrant medication and sedation.
Rem had done his best to go back to work and move past it. After all the paperwork and red tape from Margaret’s attack had been completed, he’d finally been able to show Lozano what he’d found regarding Allison and her murder. Lozano had taken a look at the videos and Rem’s other evidence and was shocked and outraged. He’d told Rem to turn everything he had over to him, and he would take it from there. Rem said he could handle it, but Lozano had told him instead to take three days off. He’d offered his cabin at the lake and suggested Rem take Mikey and get away. He and Daniels were worried about him and thought he needed a break.
Rem had debated arguing but then decided they were right. After all he’d been through, he needed some decompression time, so he’d taken the vacation and he and Mikey had headed to the lake. They’d made one stop to pick up groceries, and after arriving, closed and locked the door and didn’t leave until three days later.
It wasn’t until after Rem had gotten away from everything that he realized how much pressure he’d put himself under. He couldn’t even enjoy Margaret’s capture and his and Mikey’s freedom. After a day at the lake, though, he’d begun to unwind and after three solid days of just being in Mikey’s arms without the worry of who might come for them, he relaxed and began to feel like his old self. His worries lifted, his mind calmed and relishing his time with Mikey, he began to appreciate how far he’d come, how lucky he was, and how he could now live a life without fear. Even though Margaret’s threats still lingered in his mind, he told himself they were the last attempts of a desperate, insane woman who had nothing left to rely on other than her own voice. Mikey had agreed and he hadn’t had a nightmare since.
Sipping his coffee in Lozano’s office, Rem finally accepted he had his life back and it felt damn good.
The door opened, and Daniels entered, carrying a green drink and a bag. He sat in the other chair. It was his first day on desk duty and Rem’s first day back after the cabin stay. “Got you something.” He handed Rem the bag.
Rem took it. “It better not be a granola bar.”
“Try a chocolate chip cookie.”
Rem opened the bag and smiled. “I must have done something right.”
“I figure you deserved it. Last week was rough.” He cracked open his bottle of green juice. “Although your time off did wonders for you. You actually have color in your face and a bounce in your step.”
“I think I have you to thank for that. Lozano said you were worried about me.”
“We all were. You’d been through a lot.” He sipped his drink.
“I was having a hard time, but I think I’m on my way back.” He paused. “I just kept remembering Margaret yelling at me and me holding the gun.” He shook his head at the memory. “I wanted to shoot her.” His appetite dwindling, he set the bag with the cookie in his lap.
“You would have never shot her.”
Rem sighed. “How do you know?”
“Because I know you. No matter what stress you’re under, you’re not a killer, Rem.” He held his drink. “And you proved me right.”
“If you knew the thoughts that were going through my head at that moment, you may have thought twice.”
“She’s still alive, isn’t she?”
“She is and as crazy as ever.”
“Then what does it matter? She’s under lock and key, and you’re out here. You’ve got your whole life in front of you. Maybe it’s time to start enjoying it.”
“That’s the plan, although we’re still no closer to finding the mysterious Winnie.”
Daniels wiped some juice from his lip. “One step at a time.” He took another swig of his drink. “How’s Chester?”
Rem thought of the cat Margaret had brought to his house in the carrier. After Margaret’s arrest, Mikey had let the cat out, and Chester had tentatively explored Rem’s living room and kitchen before falling asleep in the bedroom. Once the chaos and activity stemming from Margaret’s capture had settled, neither he nor Mikey had the energy to deal with finding Chester a new home, so Mikey had bought some litter, a litterbox, and cat food and Chester had stayed. Daniels had stopped by to check on her while Rem and Mikey were gone, and the cat had settled in without a hitch. Rem had questioned the sanity of keeping Margaret’s cat, but Mikey had become attached, and Rem had found Chester to be an easy and low maintenance pet. “The cat’s fine. I think she likes her new place.”
“You’re keeping her?”
Rem recalled Chester lying on his windowsill when he left that morning. “Looks like it. Why? You want her?”
Daniels shook his head. “No way, I think a toddler is enough for now, although J.P. loved meeting her when we stopped by while you were gone.”
“She is pretty social for a cat.” He reached for his bag with the cookie. “We still on for this weekend?”
“You better believe it. We have a lot to celebrate.”
“Good.” His appetite returning, Rem opened the bag. “How’s the new desk?”
Daniels shrugged. “It’s a desk. It’ll do for now, but I look forward to getting back to my own.”
“You will soon. Lozano just needs to find Manetti a new partner first.”
“I hope he finds a good one. Manetti deserves it.”
“He sure does.”
Daniels checked his watch. “Did Lozano tell you why we’re meeting?”
“Something to do with Allison’s case. I gave him all my information before I left. He said he’d take care of it. I assume he has some updates.”
Daniels knitted his brow. “Let’s hope so.”
The door opened, and Lozano entered. “Sorry I’m late, but I had a few things to take care of.” He closed the door. “How was your time off, Remalla?” He walked around his desk and sat.
“Great. Just what I needed. And thanks again for letting us use the cabin.”
“Happy to do it.” He loosened his tie. “But now that you’re both here, let’s get down to business.” He eyed both of them. “There have been some developments in the Allison Albright case.”
Rem and Daniels sat up. “What are they?” asked Daniels. “Are we ready to make an arrest?”
“Damn straight we are,” said Lozano. “That’s why you’re here. I thought you’d enjoy being a part of it.”
Daniels set his juice on the edge of Lozano’s desk. “You have no idea.”
“What’s happened since I spoke to you about it?” asked Rem.
Lozano slid off his jacket. “We had a conversation with Raul Cruz. He quickly realized the situation he was in and agreed to wear a wire. He made a phone call and set a meeting for yesterday evening and we got it all on tape.”
“What did he capture?” asked Daniels.
Lozano went through the results of the conversation.
“I don’t believe it,” said Rem.
“All this time, we were being duped,” added Daniels. “Unbelievable.”
“I spoke to the judge, too,” added Lozano. “We dug through more videos and found more evidence. Let’s just say he’s contacting his attorney.”
“I bet he is,” said Daniels.
“When’s the arrest?” asked Rem.
“Any time now,” said Lozano. “I asked her to join us in my office.”
Thrilled he could be there, Rem dug into his bag and broke off a piece of cookie. “Looks like we have more to celebrate this weekend.” He popped the bite in his mouth and chewed.
“I’m going to order champagne,” said Daniels.
They talked and waited a few minutes until Lozano looked through his glass window. “She’s here.”
Rem and Daniels swiveled as Kate Schultz walked to the door and knocked. Lozano waved her in.
She opened the door. “Looks like the gang’s all here.” She wore a narrow cut red suit and held a briefcase which she sat on the floor. She smiled at Rem and Daniels. “It’s good to see you two together again.”
Rem and Daniels made eye contact but didn’t say anything.
“What did you need to see me for, Captain?” She straightened the sleeve of her jacket. “I have court in an hour so I can’t stay long.”
“No need to worry about court today, Kate,” said Lozano. He opened a file on his desk and pulled out a piece of paper. “Because we have a warrant for your arrest.”
She hesitated and her face furrowed. “Is this a joke? Arrest for what?”
Daniels stood. “For the murder of Allison Albright.” He gestured toward the wall. “Assume the position.”
Kate stared for a second and then laughed without amusement. “This isn’t funny.”
“It’s not meant to be funny,” said Rem. “We know what you did.”
Her eyes widened. “What did I do?”
Daniels put his hands on his hips. “You and Oswald Fry collaborated with a man named Winnie, an associate of Margaret Redstone.”
Kate scoffed. “Who is Winnie?” 
“Stop playing stupid, Kate,” said Rem. “We’ve got you on tape talking to Raul Cruz last night. You arranged for him to poison Allison’s food in exchange for getting the charges dropped against his brother.”
“Why the hell would I do that?” she asked, her voice rising.
“Because Oswald agreed to go after Marjorie,” said Daniels, his voice curt. “My wife.” His eyes narrowed, he took a step toward her. “Oswald wanted Allison dead and he targeted Marjorie because that’s what you wanted in return.”
Kate sputtered. “That’s ludicrous.”
“That’s not what you said on the tape last night,” said Lozano. “My advice? Get yourself a damn good lawyer.”
“You’re going to need it,” said Rem.
Daniels pulled out his cuffs. “If you liked me that much, you should have just said something and taken no for an answer. Going after my wife was the wrong option. Now face the wall.” His tone left nothing to the imagination.
Kate’s face shifted from confusion to anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t do anything.”
“That will be up to a jury to decide,” added Rem. Pleased to see her get her just reward, he broke off another piece of cookie. “I can’t help but think that Allison’s death served you, too. You wouldn’t have to take her to trial. It was a win-win for you.”
Her cheeks flushed. “Winning that trial was a crapshoot. You weren’t exactly a reliable witness.”
Daniels grabbed her arm. “I think you’ve said enough.” He yanked her toward the wall and pulled her hands behind her back.
Rem ate the bite and stood while Daniels cuffed her. “We’ve got you dead to rights, Kate,” said Rem. “And my witness skills will be topnotch at your trial.” He stepped closer. “And if you want to help yourself, consider giving Winnie up. It might shave a few years off your sentence.”
Two uniformed officers appeared at the door and after cuffing Kate, Daniels turned her around. Her face twisted and she glared at them. “All of you can go fuck yourselves.”
Rem whistled. “Somebody’s angry.”
Daniels handed her off to the officers. “She’s all yours. Get her the hell out of here.”



Epilogue
DANIELS ARRANGED THE BOTTOM drawer of his desk, happy his desktop was clean and organized. He glanced at Rem’s desktop which was already a mess. “How do you manage such incredible disorganization in such a short period of time?” 
Rem sipped some coffee and set the mug on a pile of papers. “It’s a Remalla trait. It runs strong in our family."
"Obviously."
"But I know where everything is."
"Including the spiders and cobwebs?"
Rem smirked. "Them, too.” He picked up a pencil and sat back. “How’s it feel to be back to full duty?”
Daniels slid a notepad into a top drawer and closed it. “It’s rough. I’m really going to miss all that paperwork and backlog.”
“I bet you are.” Rem twiddled the pencil between his fingers. “Cheer up, though. Once we have our next case, there’ll be plenty more.”
Daniels groaned. “Don’t I know it.” He eyed Lozano’s office, seeing Manetti and another man with short light-colored hair talking to Lozano. “What’s up with Manetti?”
Rem glanced behind him. “Word is, that’s Manetti’s new partner.”
“Huh. Do we know who he is?”
“Apparently, he’s a transplant. I saw him come in. He’s got wire-rimmed glasses and a goatee. He looks studious.”
“Maybe you could take a few tips from him. Help with the image.”
Rem dusted muffin crumbs off a folder hanging off the edge of his desk. “My image is just fine. Yours, however, could use some work. Those caps you wear make me think you’re about to set sail to some international port.”
Daniels touched the side of the knit cap on his head. His hair was growing back but it still didn’t fully hide his scar. “I like my caps.”
“They’re okay, just be careful around the dock. They might think you work there and toss you on some vessel, never to be seen again.”
Daniels snorted. “Thanks for the tip.”
“You’re welcome.”
Daniels eyed the hot dog snow globe on the corner of his desk. He picked it up and shook it. The mustard flakes floated and settled on and around the hot dog. “Manetti fixed this?”
Rem sat up. “Sure did. And thank God because otherwise, I might not be here, and imagine how sad you would be.”
Daniels recalled another time he’d held the globe and shook it–the day Rem quit, and Marjorie left him. “I don’t have to imagine.”
Rem stopped twirling the pencil.
“You weren’t dead, but you weren’t here, either.”
Somber, Rem leaned in. “We haven’t really talked about that awful day.”
Daniels set the snow globe down. “I didn’t bring it up to make you feel guilty. You did what you had to do.”
“Maybe I did, but I still left you holding the bag.” He sighed. “I’m sorry about that.”
Daniels perked up. “Water under the bridge, partner. Besides,” he patted his desk, “look where we are now.”
“Right back where we started.” Rem pursed his lips. “Is that good or bad?”
“It certainly isn’t bad, and it isn’t right where we started. We’ve both been through a lot since then. It’s changed us.” He smiled. “For the better.”
Rem returned the smile. “Definitely for the better.” He raised his coffee. “Then here’s to the future and all the surprises it may hold.”
Daniels raised his water bottle. “Here. Here.” He drank some water, and Rem drank some coffee.
Lozano’s door opened and Manetti stepped out along with his apparent new partner. Seeing Rem and Daniels, Manetti gestured toward them. The man walked over. He was tall and slim, and Daniels noted that Rem was correct; the man’s glasses and goatee gave him a studious look.
“Rem. Daniels,” said Manetti. “I’d like you to meet my new partner. Frank Monk.”
Daniels stood along with Rem and shook Frank’s hand.
“Welcome, Frank,” said Daniels.
“Monk’s fine,” said Frank. “That’s what my squad called me back in LA, so I might as well continue the tradition.”
“You’re from LA?” asked Rem. “How’d you make it down here?”
Monk slid his hands into his pockets. “I worked homicide as a detective for six years, then took a leave of absence last year. I needed a break from the job, I guess. It gets to you after a while.”
“I can understand that,” said Rem.
“Long story short,” said Monk, “I met a girl and followed her here. The girl didn’t last but the city made an impression on me, along with other things. I got to thinking maybe this would be a good place to put down new roots, so I made a few phone calls, and…” he raised a hand, “voila. Here I am.”
“Pretty great, isn’t it?” asked Manetti.
“Definitely,” said Daniels. “And you lucked out with Manetti. He’ll be a great partner.”
“So I’ve heard,” said Monk, facing Manetti. “I look forward to getting to know everyone better.”
“I’ll take you around,” said Manetti. “Show you the layout and introduce you.”
“I appreciate that,” said Monk.
“You’re going to fit in just fine,” said Rem. “We all get along pretty well, give or take the few occasional exceptions.”
“I think that comes with the territory in any squad room,” said Monk. “But I look forward to working with you.”
“Us, too,” said Daniels. “I just hope you don’t drink, smoke, or eat carbs.”
Manetti chuckled. “I’m not that bad.”
“Yes, you are,” said Rem and Daniels in unison.
Manetti’s cheeks turned pink.
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” said Monk. “I’m always open to new food choices, don’t drink much and gave up smoking recently.” He shuddered. “Nasty habit.”
“That’s fantastic,” said Manetti. “Good for you.”
Lozano walked up behind them. “You going to show him to his desk, Manetti, or take him around like it’s Show and Tell?”
Manetti set his shoulders back. “Sure thing, Cap. I mean Captain.” He pointed toward the corner. “This way, Monk.”
Daniels watched along with Rem as Manetti and Monk walked away.
Lozano handed Rem a piece of paper. “You two ready to get back into it?”
Rem took the paper. “Daniels was ready weeks ago.”
“What is it?” asked Daniels.
“Homicide. Downtown. Man killed in a drive by. Go check it out.” Lozano turned and walked away but turned back on his way to his office. “And stay out of trouble. You two have given me enough gray hair to make me look twenty years older.”
Rem grinned. “You got it, Cap. And you look great, despite all the grays.”
Lozano grunted and returned to his office.
Rem waved the paper. “You ready, partner?”
Daniels grabbed his jacket. “You better believe it, buddy. Time to get back into the swing of things.” Eager to be back on a case, he slid his jacket on. “Let’s go.”
Rem followed. “Maybe we can get a Taco del Fuego on the way back.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “Some things never change.”

Frank Monk watched Daniels and Remalla leave the squad room. Sitting at his new desk, he opened and closed the drawers and turned on his computer. “Not bad. Certainly better than LA.” He looked around. “More room here.”
“I’m glad you like it.” Manetti sat at the desk across from him. “You want me to show you around now or later?”
“Later is fine. No rush.”
Manetti nodded. “Listen. I got you something.”
Curious, Monk lowered his glasses. “Like a gift?”
“For your first day.” He pulled out a box. “It’s not much but thought it might be nice.” He put the box on Monk’s desk and Monk adjusted his glasses on his nose and opened it. Inside was a snow globe. He pulled it out and shook it. White snow drifted over a book within the globe and looking closely, Monk could see the words Huckleberry Finn written on the front of it. 
“I called the precinct where you used to work.”
Monk stilled. “You contacted my old coworkers?”
“I did.” Manetti straightened some files on his desk. “I wanted to know if you had any hobbies or interests. I talked to someone who said you liked to read.”
Uncomfortable, Monk sat up. “Who was that?”
Manetti scratched his jaw. “Can’t really remember. He seemed nice enough, though. Was kind of quiet when I told him we were going to be partners. He just told me good luck and hung up.”
Monk relaxed. “Now you see why I left.”
“Anyway, I thought the book would fit since you enjoy reading. I hope you like Mark Twain.”
Monk shook the globe and watched the snow fall. “He’s one of my favorites.”
“I figured you could keep it on your desk, if you want.”
In some strange way, Monk appreciated the globe. Manetti was way nicer than Monk wanted him to be, but that could work to his advantage. He set the globe down on the corner of his desk. “How about right there?”
Manetti seemed pleased. “Looks good to me.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a bag with something leafy and green in it. “I can’t wait to introduce you to my wife, Annabelle. She’s a great cook. We’ll have to have you over for dinner.”
Monk ran the back of a knuckle down his goatee. “I look forward to it.”
“There’s coffee over there. Rem drinks most of it, but he makes a great brew. Can I get you some?”
“Sure. Why not? I take it black. Thanks.”
“Sure thing.” Manetti set his bag down and stood. “If I didn’t mention it, I’m excited to work with you. I think we’re going to have a great future ahead of us.” He walked off to get the coffee.
“Me, too, Manetti.” Wanting a cigarette, Monk recalled why he quit and studied Daniels and Remalla’s vacated chairs. The anger rose, his craving abated, and he slowly swiveled in his chair. “Me, too.”
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Enjoy an Excerpt from Lost Lives, Book Four in The Redstone Chronicles.
JONATHON TILLERMAN STUMBLED, AND his foot slid out on the rocky gravel. His knee hit the ground and, catching himself with his hand, he grunted. 
“Dad? You okay?” His son, Gary, jogged up behind him.
Jonathon pushed up, noting the flare of pain in his knee but ignoring it. He brushed the dirt off his pants. “I’m fine. Just slipped. Watch the rocks here. They’re loose.”
“How’s your knee?”
“Knee’s fine. Don’t worry.”
“You just had surgery on it, Dad. You should take it easy.”
“Son, I need you to stop worrying. That’s why we came out here.” He took a full breath. “To get out of town, get some fresh air, and relax.” He stretched out his arms, turned and faced the mountains. “Look at that view.” He faced the trees. “And these beautiful woods.”
“I’m not complaining. I’m happy we came. This camping trip was a great idea. I just don’t want you to push yourself. It’s hard to enjoy hiking if you’re hurting. You sure you don’t want to go back to the camp? We’ve been out here a while.”
Jonathon put a hand on Gary’s shoulder. “I’ll let you know when I’ve had enough, okay? Let’s go a little farther and then we’ll turn back.” He took another deep breath. “Let’s go into the woods a bit. Enjoy the shade.”
“You sure?” Gary eyed the trees dubiously.
Jonathon chuckled. “We’re safe, Gary. Those noises we hear at night are wildlife. They’re curious just like we are. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“It’s the bears that spook me.”
“You’ve got your bear spray, and we make plenty of noise, so they know we’re coming. And I have my gun if we need it. Just relax.” He started walking again.
“Okay,” said Gary. “I’ll follow you. Let’s head back soon though. I’m getting hungry.”
“Eat your protein bar.”
“I ate that an hour ago.”
Jonathon chuckled. “You can have mine if you want it.” He reached the edge of the woods and stepped into the trees.
“I can wait.” Gary followed and Jonathon admired the beauty around him. Tall spiring trees reached high up into the sky, their thick leaves providing ample shade. A light, cool breeze blew, and a woodpecker pecked away on a nearby branch. A hawk flew over and a squirrel raced across a fallen log and up another tree.
Jonathon took it all in. Nature energized him and no knee surgery was going to stop him from his outdoor excursions, especially with his son.
Gary had recently gone off to college and this was their first camping trip in two years. Now that Gary was older, their time together had dwindled, so Jonathon embraced what little time together they had, knowing it would only dwindle more.
Adjusting his backpack, he moved deeper into the forest. Gary walked beside him but said little. Jonathon appreciated that. Nothing was more peaceful than hiking through the woods, listening only to the sounds of nature. Jonathon could hear a babbling brook and a black bird squawked from above.
Gary pointed toward the bird. “Isn’t that an omen?”
“The black bird?” said Jonathon, looking up. He sighed. “What exactly are they teaching you at school?”
The bird flew off. “It’s not school. My roommate’s girlfriend is into all that stuff. Signs, astrology, Ouija boards, spirits. She’s very woo-woo.”
“Sounds to me like someone’s off their meds.” He stopped. “That bird is no more of a sign than that rabbit.” He gestured to a rabbit hopping through an area of high grass. “You could assign meaning to anything.” He turned and kept walking.
“I suppose.” Gary fell into step beside him. “You should have heard her before I left, telling me to be careful. That all sorts of creatures live in the woods, some not so nice.”
Jonathon grunted. “Maybe you should reconsider the company you keep. She’s obviously a city girl. She needs to get outside more.”
“Maybe. She is a little bit dramatic. She does these deep breathing exercises and has fainted during them more than once, and she takes ice baths. Says it clears her head and toughens her immune system.”
“Proves my point. She could come out here for all of that. Fainting and freezing aren’t required.”
“She told me she has visions just before she faints.” He paused. “She had a vision about us, out here, and told me to be careful. She said to stay away from the obelisk, whatever that means.”
“Obelisk? What the hell is she talking about? You seen any obelisks?”
Gary smiled. “Can’t say that I have.”
“Then I guess we’re safe.”
“Guess so.”
“How about you ignore her and just appreciate hanging with your old man. Who knows how many trips we have left in us?”
Gary nodded. “I know, and you’re right. I’m having fun, Dad. This has been a great trip.”
“I’m having fun too, kid.”
“Just be careful with that knee of yours. I don’t want to carry you back. You’re not as slim as you used to be.”
Jonathon glared. “Watch it, or that protein bar is all mine.”
Gary jumped over a rock. “Just kidding. You look great. You’ve got the energy of a man half your age.”
Jonathon patted his stomach. “Not sure about half, but maybe three quarters.”
They kept walking, passed the babbling brook, and reached a clearing. They stopped and Jonathon shared his protein bar with his son before deciding to return to camp. After eating their snack and drinking some water, they took some photos out in the woods and started the hike back.
Jonathon varied the route to admire more of the scenery. Watching his step in a patch of loose rocks, he caught a whiff of decay in the air and stopped.
Gary sniffed and grimaced. “Smells like something died.”
“Probably a kill from a bear or mountain lion.” He followed the scent.
“Where are you going?”
“It’s not far. Judging by the stench, it’s been dead a while and whatever killed it is long gone.”
“Do we really have to find it?”
“I’m curious. Aren’t you?”
“Not really, no.”
“Did your roommate’s girlfriend warn you about stinky animals?” He stepped over a log.
“No, but nothing that smells this bad can mean anything good.” He put a hand over his mouth and nose.
“We won’t go much—” Jonathon stopped when he almost kicked the rotted head of a deer. The smell hit him, and his stomach tightened. “What in the…” He squatted and eyed the remains. What was left of its glassy black eyes stared back at him and its lips were twisted and withered. Jonathon wondered why the eyes and lips remained. They were usually food for smaller animals who foraged after the dominant predator left. “Where’s the rest of it?” He’d never seen an animal decapitated before.
“Ugh. That’s gross,” said Gary. “And it stinks. Can we go back now?”
Jonathon looked around and spotted something on the ground a few yards away. He straightened and walked toward it. His stomach lurched again when he saw entrails sprawled over the ground. “What animal would do this?”
Gary approached and studied the remains. “That’s weird and disgusting.”
Jonathon followed the blood trail.
“Dad, I really think we should head back.”
“C’mon, kid. Let’s look.” He kept walking, thinking the rest of the deer must have been dragged away and eaten when he stepped past a large tree and stopped cold again. Lying on a pile of rocks were the remains of the carcass. Its stomach was split open revealing the empty abdominal and chest cavity. Its heart and other organs were gone but Jonathon could see the animal’s spine and ribs. Meat remained on the bones and maggots covered the flesh. Confused, he shook his head. “A bear or lion wouldn’t do this.” Seeing the rocks beneath and around the animal, he frowned. “It looks like some sort of sacrifice.” He walked closer.
“Dad, let’s go.”
“You think some college kids came up here?” asked Jonathon. “Maybe one who’d be friends with your roommate’s girlfriend?’ He touched a hoof. “This is sick.”
“Dad, we have to leave. Right now.”
Hearing the anxiety in his son’s voice, Jonathon looked up. “What’s wrong?”
“Look. Over there.”
Jonathon followed Gary’s stare and widened his eyes when just beyond the stones, almost hidden by the trees, was a tall narrow stone structure that was about eight feet high and came to a point at the top.
“That’s an obelisk,” said Gary, his voice quiet.
“It can’t be,” said Jonathon. “Why would there be an obelisk out here? It’s probably just a—”
A high-pitched wail pierced the quiet of the woods and faded. Jonathon froze and Gary paled. “What was that?” asked Gary.
Jonathon listened but heard nothing, which bothered him. The normal sounds of the woods had vanished. All he could hear was the breeze. He stared at the obelisk and his heart thumped. Uneasy, he grabbed his phone, snapped some photos, and returned his phone to his pocket. “Let’s go.”
“Right behind you,” said Gary. He turned and followed Jonathon.
The wail came again, only closer and Jonathon froze again. A cold spike of fear sliced through him, and he had the terrifying sensation that they were being watched.
“What is it, Dad?” asked Gary, his gaze darting around the area.
Jonathon slowly reached for his weapon. “Get your bear spray.”
Gary gaped at him, bit his lip, and fumbled for the bear spray in his pocket. He pulled it out and gripped it.
“Just walk slowly and stay beside me.” Gary nodded and Jonathon could sense his fear. He suspected a nearby predator could, too. “Stay calm. Take deep breaths. We’re going to walk out of here, slow and easy.”
Gary eyed Jonathon, his face expressing his anxiety.
Staying alert, Jonathon walked away from the obelisk and the bizarre kill. The woods remained quiet, and the wail didn’t come again.
Getting farther away, Jonathon began to breathe easier when the wail came once more from directly behind them. They whirled and Jonathon expected to see whatever was tracking them, but there was nothing there.
“Wha…what is it?” asked Gary. “What’s following us?” He held out the bear spray, his hand shaking.
Jonathon narrowed his gaze. “I don’t know.” Sensing they needed to move fast, he turned back. “C’mon. Hurry.”
They picked up their pace. Jonathon’s knee began to ache, but he ignored it. They passed more trees, and the babbling brook. They stepped over a large log, but that was a problem. He thought they’d already crossed the same log several minutes back. Looking around, Jonathon realized they were going in circles. His sense of direction, which he could always rely on, had deserted him.
Gary, breathing hard, studied his surroundings. “Where are we?”
Jonathon spied what he thought was the way out. “This way.”
“Dad, are you sure—”
The wail pierced the air and they both spun toward the sound. The sun had dropped lower in the sky, creating eerie shadows that cast irregular shapes on the ground. Movement caught his eye and Jonathon raised his gun.
“Dad…?”
“Just stay still. Don’t move,” he whispered.
“What is it?” He held out his spray, his knuckles white with his grip.
A dark mass moved behind a tree and Jonathon aimed and tightened his finger on the trigger. “It’s over there.”
“Where?”
A low growl echoed, breaking the silence, and Jonathon’s attempts to control his fear failed. He didn’t know what type of predator would stalk them like this. The deep growl came again, and the figure moved. For a brief second, Jonathon saw what looked like a fur-covered hand with wicked claws grip a tree trunk near its base. The animal straightened, and a head with a long snout emerged. Jonathon couldn’t fathom what he was seeing and before he pulled the trigger, the beast bared its teeth, growled again, jumped from the trees, and ran straight toward them.
Gary screamed and Jonathon fired.
Preorder
Lost Lives on Amazon.
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