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      The sound of tinkling glasses and forks against shiny white plates mingled with the dim light of the exclusive, Washington, D. C. restaurant that Detective Adam Eastwood had insisted on taking Margot Durand to. They were two short weeks away from their wedding and the planning had finally started to take its toll on Margot.

      It was surprising how small details really started to add up. Margot had spent every hour while not at the bakery working on finalizing everything for their wedding. There was one last item she had yet to finalize and she was berating herself for not having taken care of it earlier.

      “Earth to Margot,” Adam said, reaching a hand across the smooth, burgundy tablecloth to rest on top of hers.

      “I’m sorry,” Margot said, pulling herself from her thoughts.

      “You were thinking about it, weren’t you?”

      She bit her lip, likely looking like the child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

      “I was.”

      “And what did we say about that? No wedding plans tonight. None.”

      While she knew Adam wasn’t mad at her, she did know that she’d gone against their agreement. Tonight was supposed to be about relaxing and enjoying one another’s company. Adam had been away on a case for the last week and this was their first time catching up, since he’d been consumed with work up until that point.

      “I’m sorry. It just…pops into my head.”

      “You’re obsessed,” he said with a grin.

      “I’m organized,” she amended. “And I want to make sure our big day is organized so well that we don’t have to worry about a thing when the day comes.”

      “And you know what?” he said, pulling her hand into both of his. “You’ve already done an incredible job of that. I honestly don’t know a detail you haven’t thought of.”

      “There might be one,” she said with a grimace.

      “Really?” He looked shocked and released her hand to get back to his chocolate mousse dessert. When she didn’t answer, he looked up at her. “What is it, Margot?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about the wedding tonight. Off limits, remember?”

      He rested his fork on the edge of his plate and sent a piercing stare in her direction. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      She grimaced again, knowing she’d have to own up to it. “We still don’t have a cake.”

      “Oh?” His eyebrows slowly rose. “As in…I’m marrying a baker and there will be no wedding cake at our wedding?”

      She rolled her eyes at his dramatic response. “When you put it like that…”

      “How else should I put it?” He was smiling now.

      “No, we don’t have a cake. Yet.”

      “Care to fill me in on this minor detail?”

      She looked down at the cheesecake with dripping chocolate ganache and bright red berries on top. It had a balanced flavor to it, the dark chocolate enhancing the sweetness of the berries all brought together by the creamy nature of the cheesecake itself. Even the traditional graham cracker crust had a hint of cinnamon in it that made the dessert feel more exotic.

      “Stop analyzing the cheesecake and fill me in, Margie,” Adam said.

      She laughed. Adam knew her too well.

      “We didn’t have the cake taken care of, so I was waiting on a friend of mine—”

      “A baker in New York, right?”

      “Yes, Rochelle, but she finally got back to me saying that she couldn’t do it. I’d thought for sure she’d make time for me, but she’ll be in California during our wedding and there’s just no way to make it work out that she could come.”

      “So…what’s the plan? You know I’m fond of cake.”

      “I know,” she said, taking another bite and savoring the flavors of the dessert. “I will admit I’ve put off finding someone. Not having Rochelle was a bit of a crushing blow, but I’ve got a plan that may work.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’d like to ask Dexter and Julia to make the cake for us.”

      Adam looked sufficiently surprised. “Do you think they’d agree to it?”

      Margot shrugged. “I’m not sure, but they are quickly becoming our last hope unless I end up being the one to make our wedding cake.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “And why is that?” she asked in a coy tone.

      “Because marrying me should be sufficiently distracting enough for one day.”

      Margot laughed. “I wouldn’t call it distracting, but I do think it will be busy enough for me that I don’t want to add on making my own wedding cake to my list of to-dos.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “I’ll ask them tomorrow. I can help them plan it out, but I think it could be a good experience for them both.”

      “You matchmaker.”

      She merely smiled and turned her attention back to her cheesecake. A few moments later, she looked up at Adam to find him looking at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing. Just looking at you.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      He seemed to ponder her question for a moment before shaking his head. “Just looking forward to being your husband.”

      “You seem…melancholy,” she observed.

      “This last case was—”

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice said. “Adam Eastwood?”

      Margot jolted at the rude interruption and turned to look up, and then up some more, into the face of a scowling man wearing a rumpled suitcoat and a day’s growth of hair on his thin chin.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” Adam asked, sending a glance at Margot then back to the man.

      “I’m Detective Karlsson with the D.C. Police. I’m going to need to take you in for questioning.”

      “Questioning— What? What is this?”

      Margot’s heart began to thud in her chest. What was this detective talking about?

      “Questioning for what?” Margot asked, worry lacing her words.

      “You’re a person of interest in the murder of Sid Lawrence.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Margot felt numb. Had Adam really just been taken in for questioning in a murder investigation? She strolled slowly down the lamp-lit sidewalk, swatting away gnats as they swarmed under the lamp’s glow. Couples and small tourist groups clogged the pathway despite the late hour. If Margot hadn’t been so distracted by her thoughts, she would have understood why.

      The National Mall in Washington, D. C. at night was a stunning sight. From the WWII Memorial aglow with lights and its gushing fountains of water to the striking Lincoln Memorial at the opposite end of the reflecting pool. Not to mention the cooler—if only slightly—temperatures of night and you had a winning combination for the visitors to the nation’s capitol.

      She reached the base of the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and stopped to sit down. She faced east, the glow of the Capitol Building’s newly refinished dome shining in the distance, and began to ponder what she would do.

      There was no telling how long the D.C. metropolitan detectives would hold Adam. It was already late, and she had to be up early and at the shop to start her pastries, but it didn’t feel right to leave.

      The sound of her phone ringing jolted her out of her thoughts and she quickly pressed the talk button without even looking.

      “Hello?”

      “Margot?”

      “Yes, this is she.”

      “Hi, Margot, this is Anthony. Adam’s…brother.”

      “Oh, yes, right. Hello. Thanks for calling me back.” Margot cringed knowing that, while Adam worked cases with Anthony and seemed to be fine with him, he was estranged from his family back in Oregon.

      But almost the next minute after Adam had been taken away, she’d put in a call to Anthony. She knew enough about him to trust him, though she wasn’t sure if the rest of Adam’s family would agree. With something like this, though, she knew he was the one to contact.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened.”

      She jumped into the story, knowing that Adam’s brother was also a detective in D. C. and not knowing where else to turn.

      When she finished, he took a few moments of silence before responding. “Okay, I’m going to make a few calls. Are you still in town?”

      “I am. I didn’t want to leave until I knew if he would be released.”

      “Do you have anywhere to go?”

      “Not really.”

      He only hesitated a moment. “Why don’t you come down to my station. We can wait here while I make some calls. Do you need a ride?”

      Margot considered this for a moment. “I’ll take a taxi to the station and leave Adam’s car in the garage. Seems like the best solution.”

      “I agree. See you soon.”

      The line went dead and she slid her phone into her purse. After hailing a taxi on the busy thoroughfare of Constitution Avenue, she directed the driver to the police station Anthony worked at, then sat back to wait as the man navigated through the light traffic. Despite the late hour, it was still busy but nothing like peak traffic hours, and she was at the station within twenty minutes.

      He met her at the front and brought her back to an area where he shared a space with his partner, who was understandably gone for the night.

      “Have you heard anything?” Margot asked, wondering what could be taking them so long to question her fiancé.

      “I’m still waiting on a call back,” he said, indicating a chair for her to sit in. The station was quiet, though there were still officers working, their lights glowing against the rest of the dimmed building. “What was the name of the officer again?”

      “Detective Karlsson.”

      “Ron.” Anthony nodded. “I know the guy. Good detective. Not sure what is going on, though. And what was the other name you’d mentioned?”

      “He said that Adam was a person of interest in the death of a Sid Lawrence.”

      “Right.” Anthony looked back at his computer screen. “I’m not getting much here, but that doesn’t mean anything. It could still need to be uploaded to the system. Margot…” He turned to face her, his expression so much like Adam’s and yet so different. He was a few years older than Adam but wore his hair cut short and had the same hazel eyes as his brother. “I know my brother, as I’m sure you do. He’s going to be just fine. He likely just has to clear up a few things for them.”

      Margot noted a hint of something underneath his words. What was it?

      “Clear up? Clear up what?”

      Anthony shrugged. “Police business.”

      Now she knew she wasn’t getting the whole picture. She couldn’t exactly put her finger on it, but Anthony certainly wasn’t telling her everything. “What do you know about all of this, Anthony?”

      He looked uncomfortable but didn’t say anything. She was about to demand more information when her phone went off again, shattering the silence between them.

      She looked down to see a number she didn’t recognize, but the 202-prefix told her it was coming from Washington, D. C.

      “Hello?”

      “Margot?”

      “Adam!” She felt tears prick her eyes at his voice and felt foolish. “What’s going on? Where are you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, but—” He paused as if he wasn’t sure how much he wanted to share with her. “It looks like I’m going to need to stay here for…a bit.”

      “What?” Had she heard him right? “What are you saying, Adam?” Anthony looked at her, concern etched on his features.

      “I can’t talk right now, but go back home, okay? You can come up to see me in a few days, but don’t worry about me tonight.”

      “I can’t just leave you—”

      “You can, all right?” He sounded more serious than he had in a long time, a fact that drove fear directly into her heart.

      “I’m here with your brother right now.”

      “Tell Anthony to come and see me in the morning. It won’t do any good for you both to miss sleep tonight.”

      “But—”

      “Tomorrow, Margot. Promise me.”

      Despite everything inside of her rebelling at his request, she finally nodded—more for her own benefit since Adam couldn’t see her. “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Good night.”

      The line went dead, and she stared at the phone in her hands for a long time until Anthony broke the silence.

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me to go home.” She shrugged and looked up to meet his gaze. “And he told me to tell you to come see him—but in the morning. I just don’t understand…” She trailed off, unsure where her thoughts were even going.

      “He’s going to be all right, Margot,” Anthony assured her. “I’ll see him in the morning and we’ll get all this straightened out. Now, I’ve got your number and I’ll call you after I see him tomorrow. All right?”

      She wanted to be the one visiting him. She wanted to hear for herself how her fiancé was doing. She wanted to see him. And yet she also respected Adam and wanted to do what he asked because she trusted him. After all of the cases they had worked together, whether intentional or they’d been accidentally thrown together, she knew that she could trust Adam’s judgement.

      “All right. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      He nodded and rose to call her a cab. Sitting in the backseat on the way back to where they had parked at the beginning of their night, it was all Margot could do not to burst into tears. Adam had sounded calm, but she knew him well enough to know that something was wrong—very wrong—and all she could do was wait until the morning.
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      “And you don’t know anything about what’s going to happen?” Julia looked at Margot with shock and concern. She had walked in to Margot wiping away tears she’d hoped no one would see.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, sniffing and wiping her eyes again. “I’m usually more in control of my emotions.”

      “But you have so much going on…” Julia placed her hand on Margot’s shoulder. “You’re entitled to be upset.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she consented. “And no, I don’t know. I’m waiting for Anthony or Adam to call me.”

      She looked at the clock on the far wall and let out a sigh. It was only eight in the morning, but it felt like midday since she’d only gotten a few hours of sleep and then come in to work when she’d woken at two and hadn’t been able to go back to sleep.

      “I’m sure it’s just some mix-up. Or, maybe he has information for the case. You never know.”

      Just then, they heard a knock on the front door. Curious to see who it was, Margot popped her head around the corner and gave a small smile when she saw her dear friend Bentley Anderson standing at the glass front door waving her over to let him in.

      “You’re here early,” she said, hoping her tear-stained eyes weren’t to visible.

      “But just in time, I see,” he said, raising a finger upward. He was indicating her eyes, and she let out a sigh.

      “Did Julia call you?”

      “Dexter, actually.”

      “What?” Margot turned around just as Julia stepped into the front area of the bakery.

      “I’m sorry, Margot, but I was really worried. I texted Dexter and he thought maybe Bentley could give you some legal advice—if you need it, of course.”

      Margot let out a sigh. “I’m sure it’s either a misunderstanding or a routine police investigation. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Then why were you crying?” he asked.

      “Oh you,” she said, patting him gently on the arm. “Want the usual?”

      “Yes, please. Then we’re going to sit down and you’re going to talk to me.”

      She obliged while Julia continued the baking for the morning. Margot sat down to her third cup of coffee while Bentley enjoyed his caramel pecan cinnamon roll. As he nursed his cup of coffee, the caramel all but licked from his plate, he leveled his gaze at her.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Margot had known Bentley for many years now and she had come to see him as a type of surrogate father in her life. In the past, he’d been a trial lawyer and he’d helped her on more than one case in the past.

      She knew she should tell Bentley about what had happened—she even wanted to—but, somehow, it made it feel too real. She pressed her lips together and turned her attention to the street in front of her shop. It was still relatively quiet after the bulk of the morning traffic had made its way through the narrow streets.

      Everything seemed so normal and for her, a bride-to-be only days away from her wedding, she was afraid in the retelling things would solidify. The reality that Adam was still in D. C. with some police detective continued to sink in deeper.

      “Margot,” Bentley said, bringing her back to the present. “You can tell me anything. You know that, right? I think of you and Adam like my own children—God knows I don’t have enough of them.” He grinned, and she knew he was thinking of his son Ben and how they had only recently been reunited after years of separation.

      “Adam’s been…detained. By the police.”

      Bentley nodded and urged her on. Taking a deep breath, she shared the story of the night before and what Adam’s brother had said.

      After she finished, Bentley nodded. “I think it was wise of you to come back. You know that Anthony will call the minute he can with an update. Or Adam will call—it just depends on what they allow him and…” He hesitated.

      “And what? Tell me, Bentley. Please.”

      “It depends if he’s more than a person of interest. If so, then that will mean he’ll be charged with something. But that also wouldn’t happen unless there was evidence.”

      Margot knew as much but hearing it from Bentley made it seem even more real.

      Julia rushed into the front room holding out her phone. “I thought it might be important.”

      “Yes. Thank you,” Margot said, taking the phone and answering it immediately. “Hello?”

      “Margot, it’s Anthony.”

      “Hello,” she said, licking dry lips. “What’s happened?”

      He huffed out a breath and instantly, she knew it wasn’t going to be good news. “It would appear that the detectives on the case have uncovered some information that links Adam to the death of Sid Lawrence.” The words hung in the air for a moment. What did this mean? She was almost afraid to ask, but Anthony continued. “It looks like they are going to hold Adam here. He’s being charged with murder, Margot.”

      Margot’s blood ran cold and her hands begin to shake. Adam charged with murder? Absolutely not. “But he’s a detective! He’s sworn to uphold the law! This isn’t right! This isn’t—”

      “I don’t believe it for a second, Margot, but there are things you don’t know.”

      “Like what?” she said, feeling her exasperation rise at again being faced with the fact that she didn’t know everything about her fiancé.

      “I can’t tell you that over the phone.”

      Margot caught the subtle hint. He wouldn’t talk over the phone, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t talk.

      “I’m coming up to D.C. Can I meet you?”

      After a moment, Anthony sighed again. “Of course. I’ll text you an address.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      She hung up and looked into Bentley’s sympathetic gaze. “It’s not good, Bentley,” she said, feeling tears rush to her eyes again.

      “You and I both know he didn’t do whatever it is they said he did. Are you going up there to get answers?”

      “You know that I am,” she said with a halfhearted shrug.

      “I do. But a word of advice?”

      “Of course.”

      “There are big guns up in D.C. and sometimes, the motives for things are not always…clear.”

      She nodded slowly. He was saying to dig deep, something she’d already thought she’d have to do.

      “I understand.”

      “If I can help in any way, just call me. All right? I may be old, but I still remember a thing or two about the law.”

      “I know you do! Thank you,” Margot said, standing and picking up their plates. She couldn’t think of anything the older man could do at this juncture, but she assumed he still had contacts in D.C. and if it came down to it, she would pull in every favor she had if it meant clearing Adam’s name.

      And that had to be it. Someone was out to get Adam, or to frame him with something.

      Was that it? Another rush of cold dread snaked down her neck and she suppressed a shudder.

      Was it possible that her husband-to-be was being framed for murder? But by who? And for what purpose?

      These were all questions she was going to have to find out the answer to. And fast.
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      Margot drove up Interstate 395 toward Washington, D.C. and tried to understand what it could be that Adam had gotten himself into in order to be brought in for the murder of someone in D.C. She’d called his partner in North Bank, Les Mabry, who had been informed from their police chief earlier that morning. He wasn’t able to share anything, naturally, and that only made Margot more frustrated.

      No one seemed to know what was going on. Did that mean their evidence wasn’t clear? Or did it mean that the person or persons involved were of a sensitive nature? She hoped that Anthony would be able to shed light on some of this—if not all of it—but she wasn’t even sure if she could trust him.

      She winced at that thought. He was Adam’s brother and Adam often came up to D.C. to work with him. Of course she could trust him.

      Then again, what if what Adam helped his brother with had something to do with this?

      She pushed that thought aside as she came across the bridge toward the city. Taking the 11th Street exit, she wound through North East D.C. and searched for a parking spot near Lincoln Park, the destination that Anthony had given her. It was close to where he worked, and she was happy to find a space only a few blocks from the park.

      Parallel parking, she got out and checked the signs. She’d have two hours before her parking spot would require ticketing, something she knew D.C. police were very serious about. She set a timer on her phone and then set off for the park.

      The uneven pavement, disrupted by tree branches and uneven ground, led past row houses of all varieties. She paused at a corner where a small dry-cleaning place looked out over the park and then crossed when the light changed. Due to the midmorning time frame, she noted several groups of people in the park. Most were mothers or nannies out with children, and then a few others walking dogs or taking a leisurely stroll.

      She picked one of the only free benches in the shade and sat down. Soon, she heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Anthony walking up to her. He was dressed in gray slacks and a slightly rumpled gray suitcoat. His pale blue tie sat askew, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten much sleep, if he’d slept at all.

      “Thanks for meeting me,” he said, sinking down onto the bench next to her.

      “Of course.” She looked around out of habit to make sure no one was near them, then continued. “It sounded as if there were things we could discuss. Privately.”

      “Yes,” he said, slipping out of his jacket and laying it over the bench between them. He took his time untying his tie even further and then ran a hand through his hair. “I’m just not sure how much I should tell you. How much Adam would want me to tell you.”

      She considered this. She didn’t want to pit brother against brother, but if something had happened, she needed to get to the bottom of this. She had to clear her fiancés name! And she assumed his brother would want to do the same.

      “How much has Adam told you about what he does when he comes up to D.C.?”

      Margot was relatively sure that Anthony already knew the answer to this, but she answered, “Nothing.”

      “All right, well…” Anthony looked around the park then met her gaze. “Before he went down to North Bank, he’d been pulled in by the higher-ups for a special assignment. An undercover assignment.”

      The way Anthony said it made Margot’s blood run cold. “What was the assignment for?”

      “It came to the attention of his boss’s boss that there was corruption in some of the precincts. It looked like there was a link and since it had crossed state lines, the FBI got involved. Adam’s got a past with them—that’s his story to tell since it doesn’t affect this—and they knew they could count on him.”

      “So what did he do?” she asked, trying to piece everything together.

      “The corruption was deep, so deep that they didn’t even know who to target. Instead, the word got out, discretely of course, that Adam was also looking for something on the side. That he was in financial straits and—”

      “Would benefit from extra income.”

      “Yes. Namely of the nefarious variety.”

      “What happened?” she asked, wondering how all this had happened and Adam had never shared it with her.

      “We only found out later that the corruption of the cops was mainly to keep an eye off of a ring of smugglers down in South Florida with a clientele in D.C. As you can imagine, people here in the city are wealthy enough to pay for things and if they can do so without tariffs impeding them, or inspections, they will. It just increases their overall profit.”

      “Right. So he got connected with smugglers?”

      “Not at first.” Anthony checked around them again before continuing. “Initially, he started doing private security with a few other cops on their off-duty. Then one thing led to another and he was purposefully put in a position to make him look completely corrupt. It sealed the deal between the others and he was inducted into the ring.”

      “Oh my.”

      “I know it’s a lot and I promise there’s a point to all of this.”

      She nodded encouragement for him to continue.

      “He rose in the ranks, this took a little over a year of course, and so it looked like he was still working as a detective but on the side, he was turning a blind eye. All part of the plan of course. But there was a problem. There was a lynchpin person who would not let his name be released. No matter how loyal Adam appeared to be, he couldn’t get to that man and it was holding up the whole operation.”

      “What happened?”

      “Adam set up a sting against his organization and then warned them off of it.”

      “Proving—again—that he was loyal.”

      “Exactly. And it did the trick. They were able to nail the guy and get most of the organization. But, at the last minute, while Adam was locked up with everyone so as not to blow his cover, he found out that there were others who hadn’t been caught. They were in the wind, as they say, but they were still out there.”

      “Police?”

      “Both police and non-police.”

      Margot took a moment to process the information. “But Adam’s cover was never fully blown.”

      “You are smart.” Anthony let his smile widen. “I mean, I knew you were—Adam raves about you all the time—but you’ve got a keen eye for detection.”

      Margot blushed at the man’s kind words but urged him on. “Then what happened?”

      “They made a show of getting Adam off and, before he left, he was able to get word to whoever was left in the smuggling ring that he was still with them even though he was being transferred.”

      “Did it work? It seems like they’d become suspicious at that point.”

      “Surprisingly, it did work. He had a criminal informant share a fictitious story with the gang members about what went down and how he had been put on probation, but they couldn’t find any evidence. Stuff like that. For all they know, Adam was transferred and is still on their side.”

      “Which brings us to now. Why is Adam being brought up on charges for someone’s murder?” She knew that Anthony hadn’t told her all of this without reason.

      “That’s where this gets a little strange.” Anthony ran a hand through his hair. “I came in late to Adam’s involvement when I transferred here to D.C., but it looks like—to me at least—someone got wind of who Adam really is. Or, maybe I should say, where his loyalties lie.”

      “But how?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question. It would be normal for him to be seen in his detective role in North Bank. In fact, it would be all the better because if they came to him there, he’d be able to infiltrate the ring again and possibly be able to put a stop to them once and for all.”

      “But that’s not what’s happened.”

      “Right. To me, and this is my own opinion, it looks like someone got wind and set him up to be the fall-guy for something he didn’t do.”

      “What? Just sending him to prison? Seems like they’d rather do something to stop him than that. It seems…innocuous.”

      “Not if you look at it like a criminal. If Adam goes to prison, those he put away will have connections there and…well, it wouldn’t be pretty. And, sadly, things happen in prison all the time.”

      So it would be a ‘safer’ way for someone not wanting to go to jail to take care of Adam without being traced. Margot felt sick to her stomach.

      “They can’t do that. Adam hasn’t done anything.”

      “You and I both know that,” Anthony said, shaking his head slowly. “But if there is evidence we can’t refute, even if it’s faked, it will be hard to prove he’s innocent.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. He’s a solid detective with a great record and he’d helped in this undercover investigation.”

      “That’s the problem, though.” The way Anthony said it made Margot clue in to the fact that there was something he hadn’t told her.

      “What is it you haven’t said?”

      He took in a deep breath and leaned in closer. “At one point, before all of this came to a head, there was one detective—someone out of the loop—who thought that Adam was actually corrupt. His complaints were stopped by his commanding officer because they knew what was going on, but he wasn’t filled in on the situation.

      “So he thought Adam got off but was still corrupt.”

      “Yeah.” Anthony swallowed. “That detective’s name is Ron Karlsson.”
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      Margot and Anthony walked down the sidewalk toward the U.S. Capitol Building. The shade of the trees overhead made the moist air slightly more bearable, but it was nothing compared to the rising temperature inside of Margot.

      “They will investigate this and find out he’s innocent, Margot. You know that, right?”

      She wasn’t sure that she did.

      “But if this officer has a grudge against Adam, won’t that cloud the issue?”

      “Not if he’s doing his job well. And I’m sure that he will. Who knows, Adam’s commanding officer may even have a word with this Karlsson fellow. I just tell you all of this so that you know, and feel less worried, about the whole situation. Adam knew what he was getting in to when he agreed to the undercover mission and technically, it’s not over with either. There’s still a smuggling ring out there and there are still dirty cops who are taking cuts from them and allowing them to run on U.S. soil. It’s a problem that needs to be fixed.”

      “But Adam’s not a part of that anymore,” she said, but the look on Anthony’s face told her otherwise. “Wait,” she said, blinking in surprise. “When he’d come back up here to help you…”

      “Some of those times he was helping me with certain cases because of his past expertise, but other times…”

      “He was meeting with an illegal smuggling ring? And he never told me?”

      “He couldn’t, Margot. I shouldn’t have even told you, but I realize you’re going to be his wife and I don’t agree with my brother on this one. He should have told you.”

      Margot realized that Anthony was taking a risk telling her all of this. That he thought she deserved to know when Adam hadn’t…then again, she knew Adam well enough to know that if he had kept it from her, it was because he saw it as protecting her.

      “I understand.” They reached the corner where the Library of Congress sat to her left and the walkway to the capitol stretched out before her. She didn’t often get up to D.C. during the day, especially not in the summer months due to the excessive volume of tourists, but today seemed especially overwhelming.

      “Margot, I didn’t tell you this so that you could do something,” Anthony said, sounding more concerned than he had. “I told you this so that you have the full picture and can wait on Adam filling you in when he’s ready. I don’t mind if you tell him that I told you, I just want you to have some peace.”

      “Isn’t there anything I can do?” She felt helpless standing in D.C. without the means to do something for her fiancé.

      “You can visit him, and you can tell him you believe in him. I think that’ll count for more than anything else.”

      She nodded slowly and followed the flow of foot traffic as the light changed. She could do those things and she would, but she could also do more. She hadn’t spent the last few years investigating cases without learning a few things about the justice system as well as what happened when someone was innocent. There was always proof. Even if the faked evidence said otherwise.

      “Thank you, Anthony,” she said as they stopped in the shade of a tree.

      “You’re welcome. And, Margot?” He waited until she met his gaze. “He’s going to be all right.”

      She nodded and Anthony said his good-byes, making his way toward the Jefferson Building and beyond to his police station. Margot stayed behind, resting against a low stonewall and looking at the impressive buildings surrounding her.

      They were monuments of change. Of what it took for people to come together and make difficult decisions, to fight against the odds, and to come back from incredible losses. She knew Adam, knew his heart, and knew that there was no way he’d done anything this Detective Karlsson had charged him with.

      Pulling out her phone, she typed in the name, Sid Lawrence and Washington, D.C. The next instant, the search results came back but were more shocking than she’d expected. Sid hadn’t died in D.C. at all. He’d died in North Bank.
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      “Why didn’t you tell me, Les?”

      Les looked down at Margot with wide eyes. “I didn’t know.” He hunched his shoulders and tossed his hands up. “All you said is that Adam was arrested—that’s all the chief said too. How was I supposed to know it was because of the body we found in the harbor? The one the D.C. police came and took back with them.”

      “Is that typical?”

      “No, it’s not. But now that you say Adam could be involved…I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem right.”

      Margot paced in front in front of the police precinct, Adam’s partner standing in the shade waiting for her to speak again.

      “It just doesn’t feel right,” she said. Margot wrapped her arms around herself, wishing that Adam was here to help her make sense of things. “He died here. His body was taken to D.C. Adam is arrested in D.C. How did they even know where to find us at the restaurant?”

      Les knew better than to answer her rhetorical questions.

      “Les, he’s being framed.”

      “It would seem that way, but there has to be a reason they have the evidence that they do.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Les!” Margot felt frustration course through her veins. This was ridiculous.

      “Margot Durand,” a voice said from the steps behind Les. She turned to see Chief John Hartland standing there with dark sunglasses and an unamused expression on his round features. “Why don’t you come inside and we’ll have a chat.”

      “But—”

      “If you’re going to harass my detective, I’d like to be in on it.” She saw the hint of a smile that was soon gone, but she’d seen enough to know he wasn’t as angry as he was letting on.

      “If you insist,” she replied.

      “I do.”

      Margot and Les walked up the steps and inside, following the chief to his office.

      “What can you tell me about the murder of Sid Lawrence?” Margot said the minute the chief’s office door was closed.

      He turned to her, hands on hips and raised eyebrows, as if he couldn’t believe she’d just asked him that question. She realized it was unorthodox, especially since she wasn’t even a licensed investigator, but she had to know what they knew.

      “I’m assuming this is about Adam?” the chief said.

      “Of course it is,” she said, pacing and ignoring his attempts to get her to sit down. “I find out that my fiancé is first a person of interest and then a suspect for a murder only to now know that the murder took place here of all places. What happened? And why was Adam not picked up until he was in D.C?”

      “As for your last question, you’ll have to talk to Detective Karlsson about that. Something about jurisdiction.”

      “When the body was found here?”

      The chief held up his hand to stay her question. “I know. It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but we want to be seen as cooperating here.”

      “But what about Adam?”

      The chief looked between Margot and Les, then back to Margot. “I’m going to go get a cup of coffee.” He moved a file around on his desk, his eyes on Les. “I’ll be gone for at least ten minutes.” Then he walked out of the office.

      “What was…” Margot trailed off, her eyes still on the folder.

      “I think that was the chief giving me some unofficial permission to read you into this case. At least, parts of it.” He stepped forward and took the file. “Look, there’s not even much to share here. The body washed up on shore just two days ago.”

      “While Adam was away—in D.C.”

      “Right, we realize that, but the victim had been dead for longer than that.”

      “Is the M.E. report back yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      She scrunched up her nose in thought. No report on the time or the cause of death. At least not officially.

      “But, Margot, the body wasn’t the only thing to wash up on the beach.”

      “What?” She jerked her gaze from the small window in the corner.

      “A speed boat, like the kind usually attached to a very expensive yacht, also came ashore some distance down from where the body washed up.”

      “And?” She wasn’t sure where Les was going with this.

      “Adam’s prints were all over it.”

      Her stomach dropped at this. “But wait,” she said, trying for reason. “Was the body tied to the boat? Or did they both just wash ashore?” She realized that a coincidence like that was unlikely, but she had to ask.

      “There was evidence Adam and the man who died, Sid Lawrence, were both on that boat. Likely around the same time.”

      “Who does the boat belong to?”

      “Mister Lawrence.”

      Things were looking worse and worse for Adam. Still, placing him on a dead man’s boat did not mean that he was automatically responsible for the crime.

      Les’s head jerked up and she knew that meant the chief was coming back. “Thank you, Les,” she said just as the chief came back in, a cup of coffee in his hand.

      “Yup,” was all Les said, bobbing his head once.

      “Now you listen up,” Chief Hartland said, eyeing Margot. “You drop this, got it? Hopefully, you know enough now to know better than to poke your nose where it doesn’t belong. Hear me?”

      She read between the lines. He’d had Les show her the evidence they had so that she would leave the rest of it to them, but it had had the opposite effect. Now that she knew a little, she needed to know more.

      Instead of telling him that, she merely smiled and turned toward the door.

      “Do you hear me?” he called after her, but she was already on her way out the front door. She had a visit to make.
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      “Hello, Martin,” Margot said, stepping into the chilly office at the county morgue.

      “Is that Margot Durand in the flesh?” Martin said, pushing his glasses up on his forehead and bursting into a brilliant smile. He was about ten years Margot’s junior with a round face, twinkling eyes, and a girth that indicated he was no stranger to large meals. It was his congenial nature that made him a favorite of all those who came in contact with him.

      “It’s me,” Margot said, slipping onto a tall stool next to a high desk.

      “I haven’t seen you since… I would guess it was one of the senior center functions.”

      “That’s probably right. How’s your wife?”

      “Sonia is doing just great! We’ve got another little one on the way and I’m killing myself over here—” He winked and laughed. “—to make sure we’ll be able to feed everyone.”

      “What number is this?”

      “Lucky number five,” he said with a smile filled with fatherly affection.

      “Congratulations! Children are a blessing.”

      “That they are. Now I’m sure you didn’t come down to my lair—” He chuckled and steepled his fingers together as if imitating an evil villain. “—for my very bad jokes. What can I help you with?”

      While a little strange, Martin was one of the most happy-go-lucky people she’d ever met. For a medical examiner, she assumed that had to be rare, but she was glad that North Bank had him on their side.

      “I’ve got a huge favor to ask.”

      He looked around as if there might be someone hiding in the shadows. “Do ask!”

      “I really need to know cause and possible time frame of death for a body that washed up on the shore. Sid Lawrence.”

      “Ah, Mister Lawrence,” Martin said, nodding sagely. “I know him, but how does he know you?”

      She assumed he was referring to why she wanted the information. “I know it’s against protocol but…” She hesitated, considering the ramifications of letting out this piece of information. Then she went ahead, thinking it was probably her only option. “Adam’s in trouble.”

      “What?” Martin looked sufficiently shocked.

      “They are saying that he had something to do with this man’s murder, which is impossible of course, but I need to know about the timing of the death and the method so that I can work to clear his name.”

      “Ah, true love,” Martin said, reaching for a file amidst a pile of folders on his desk. “I know I shouldn’t do this, but since you made such a good case and I’m assuming you won’t tell anyone, I’ll give you the details. I was about to send these over to Chief Hartland anyway.”

      “Thank you so much, Martin,” Margot said, her eyes welling with grateful tears.

      “None of that,” he said, chuckling and blushing, “I’m just happy to finally be able to help out Adam. He’s done so much for us,” Martin shook his head and now it was Margot’s turn to see tears glistening in the man’s eyes. “Anyway, here’s what I found.”

      He opened the pages and, licking his fingers a few times, came to the part he wanted.

      Margot held her breath, unsure of what the information would prove. Of course she didn’t believe for a moment that Adam had anything to do with the man’s death, but she was concerned by the notion that they’d found evidence of him on the boat. What had he been doing on that boat? How—if at all—did Adam know Sid? It made the pressure to see Adam soon almost unbearable. She’d wait until she knew she could see him, but she was growing more and more impatient.

      Martin’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Right. There it is.” He flipped another page. “It looks like Mister Lawrence was found two days ago on the beach.”

      Margot tried to stop her foot from tapping with impatience. Martin was doing her a huge favor and she needed to let him do it in his own time.

      “He was found face down on the beach, but I guess you don’t need to know all the specifics.” He flipped ahead a few more pages. “Okay, so I determined his death to be during a forty-eight to seventy-two-hour window at first. Upon further examination, I’d bring that closer to forty-eight due to the amount of water damage and such.”

      “So, four days ago from now.”

      “Give or take, yes.” He turned another page. “I discovered the cause of death to be due to a nine-millimeter bullet to the heart from a relatively close range.”

      Nine-millimeter. She knew that Adam carried a Glock 22, which shot that caliber of bullet. It didn’t mean anything, but it was one more piece of the puzzle. And close range—was that due to necessity of being on a boat?

      “Was there anything else?” she asked.

      Martin scanned his notes. Margot’s impatience wanted to ask him how he couldn’t remember details from this recent a case, but then she had to remind herself that he was dealing with a lot of cases. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “It looks like there was some post-mortem bruising consistent with the victim being tied up. Bruises on his wrists and feet.”

      “Post-mortem?”

      “Right, I was thinking the same thing, why tie up a corpse?” He shrugged, but then raised a finger. “Correction. Why cuff a corpse. Well, doesn’t that have a nice ring to it!”

      “Cuff…” Margot frowned. “The victim was cuffed?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it was after he was shot?”

      “Yes. The manipulation of the arms occurred at least an hour or more after death.”

      “So someone wanted the victim to be cuffed but they didn’t decide that until after he was dead. Very interesting.”

      “Mind boggling, if you ask me,” Martin said. Then he shrugged. “Then again, they don’t ask me the why, just the how. And I’m just fine with that.”

      Margot nodded. She was beginning to have an idea about what had happened, but how would she prove it?

      “Thanks for all of your help, Martin,” she said, squeezing his shoulder. “Tell Sonia hello for me.”

      “Will do. And, Margot?” Martin waited until she turned back to face him. “We all believe Adam didn’t do this and I know you’re going to find out the truth. So good luck.”

      “Thanks again,” she said and left. It was true, the dead still talked, and she had a feeling Mr. Sid Lawrence still had a lot to say.
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      “You want me to do this?” Dexter looked up at her over the rim of his gamer glasses, their yellowish tint giving his eyes a break from the harsh glare of his computer screens.

      “I do.”

      “You don’t usually let me—”

      “It’s not usually Adam who’s on the line.”

      “Point taken. Let me see what I can do.”

      Margot nodded and began to pace, her arms encircling her waist.

      “Margot,” he said, waiting for her to look at him. “It’s probably going to take a while.”

      “Right.” She picked up her purse from the cluttered dining room table turned office space and headed for the door. “Call me when you have something.”

      “The minute I do.”

      She left Dexter’s small apartment and climbed into her car, turning it on to get the AC going. She’d gone to Dexter to ask him for his help in researching Sid Lawrence. She needed more information—his death spoke volumes but not as much, she hoped, as his life would.

      For a moment, she’d hesitated, her finger on Dexter’s doorbell, but then she’d reminded herself it was Adam they were talking about. She felt duty-bound to use every possible avenue to prove his innocence. Even if it was slightly less legal than other options, she knew Dexter would do a good job and give her something to go on. At least, she hoped so.

      Her phone rang and she yanked it out of her purse, not even bothering to check the caller ID. “Hello?”

      “Margot?”

      “Adam?” Margot’s heart pounded against her rib cage. “Are you still in D.C.? Do you need me to come get you? Did they let you go?”

      “One question at a time, sweetie,” he said, his attempt at an even keel reply falling flat.

      “What’s going on?”

      He took a deep breath and let it out, the sound clear even over the phone. “I’m still in D.C. I’m waiting as they build their case.”

      Margot fought back tears. “Still?”

      “Can you come see me?”

      “Yes,” she replied without hesitation. “I’ll leave right now. It’ll be about an hour.”

      “I’ll see you when you get here.”

      The line went dead, and Margot took a moment to calm herself. She was emotionally invested in this case—because that was what she’d decided to call this, a case—but she couldn’t let it affect her. This was her chance not only to meet with the man she loved, but also to gain valuable information from him. She hated how cold and calculated it sounded to her, but she also knew she was of more use to Adam with a sharp, focused mind than she was a sobbing mess.

      With that as her focus, she pulled away from Dexter’s apartment complex and onto 395 North. Despite the light traffic, it still took her over an hour to get to where Adam was being held. Once she was through security and shown into a meeting room, she began to feel the weight of what Adam was being accused of.

      “Hey,” he said, his eyes soft on hers when she sat down in front of him. “Thanks for coming.”

      “I’d stay here if they let me,” she said, happy to see the briefest hint of a smile on his otherwise serious features.

      “You wouldn’t want that. Trust me. You’d be appalled by the baked goods.”

      She appreciated his humor more than he likely knew and she had to resist the urge to reach out and take his hands in hers.

      “Adam, what have they said?”

      “Anthony told me he talked to you.” She narrowed her eyes as he sidestepped her question.

      “He did, but—”

      “Then you understand the matter. The importance of it.”

      She tried to understand what it was he wasn’t saying.

      “Just know that I didn’t do what they said I did. I wouldn’t.” He shook his head, swallowing. “I would never do such a thing.”

      She wanted to demand he tell her everything, but something in the way he looked at her made her pause. Was it possible he, like his brother, feared someone was listening in? Their conversation was likely being recorded, but did that mean that Adam and Anthony thought a police officer was involved?

      Then she remembered what Adam had been doing. There had been people he hadn’t caught. Was that who he was afraid of? Were they responsible for this?

      “Tell me about the wedding plans,” he said, breaking her from her thoughts.

      “N-now?”

      “Can you think of a better time?”

      She smiled at this. If they wouldn’t—couldn’t—talk about his case, then this was the next best thing.

      She reminded him of a few details he’d forgotten then let out a groan.

      “What is it?”

      “I forgot to ask Dexter and Julia to do the cake. We still don’t have one.” She tried not to think about the fact that there wouldn’t be a groom if this wasn’t straightened out, but for now, she focused on the cake.

      “I’m sure they’ll do it for us. Just be sure to ask.”

      “I will,” she said, offering him what she hoped passed as a smile.

      “Remember,” he said, his gaze boring into hers, “we’ve got a lot of friends—a lot of assets—and now is the time to call in all those favors. To really use all our assets.”

      She caught his meaning. He knew her—better than anyone—and he knew that she would be looking in to his case. He knew that she would also use every resource she could. It was his way of saying, ‘okay.’ Or, at least she was going to take it that way.

      “I will. I promise.”

      They talked for a few more minutes, then she was told her time was up. Hating the fact that she had to leave him there, Margot said good-bye and left before he could see tears in her eyes.

      Outside of the meeting area, she nearly ran into a stocky figure. When she looked up, she gasped, seeing the man who had arrested Adam at their dinner.

      “Detective Karlsson,” she stammered.

      “Margot Durand.” He spoke as if he read off a chart and was putting a face to the name. “Visiting our prisoner?”

      Her dislike of the man deepened, but she tried to school her features. “I’m visiting my fiancé. The one who is innocent until proven guilty.”

      “Right, right.” Karlsson sent a scowl toward the visiting area then back to her. “I wouldn’t put too much hope in that August wedding date. Just saying.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she almost forgot who she was speaking to. “I will put all of my hope in it, because I know my fiancé and I know he is innocent.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “You’re right, we will.” With that, she spun on her heel and left him standing there.

      Bright sunshine nearly blinded her as she burst outside and made her way down the sidewalk to the parking garage she’d parked in. Her blood was as hot as the cement, if not hotter, but she tried to force herself to take deep breaths. The detective thought he knew what had happened with Adam, but he didn’t know the half of it.

      She pushed through the door and immediately felt the cooler air of the garage. It wasn’t cold, but the light breeze helped and she clattered down the steps to the next level. She turned right and made her way down the rows of cars. She was almost to hers when she heard the sound of a footstep behind her.

      Turning, she didn’t see anyone there. She turned back and made her way to the car. Her keys had slipped to the bottom of her purse and she fought the other contents in order to seek them out.

      Then she heard it again—footsteps. They stopped when she looked up.

      Something about the lonely parking garage made her hands shake and her pulse quicken. Someone would have to be a fool to attempt anything in the garage, though. There were cameras everywhere. She tried to calm herself with that knowledge, but the instant she found her keys, she nearly jumped into her car and locked the doors.

      After turning on the car and pulling out of her space, she saw a flash of movement. She was already past the spot before she caught the shape of a tall man in a trench coat with a hat on, pulled low, making his way back to the stairwell she’d come from.

      A trench coat? In this weather?

      It made no sense, but it did accomplish one thing. It made her start to question everything about the case with Adam. Every. Single. Thing.
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      Margot felt helpless to do anything other than make croissants and religieuse and try to keep her mind on her business for the morning. She still hadn’t heard from Dexter by the time she drove back from D.C., so she’d called him on the way. He’d reminded her, gently of course, that what he did took time. It was time they didn’t have, she’d wanted to say, but she’d managed to keep that part to herself.

      Still not having heard from him by the time she got home, had dinner, and was ready for bed, Margot went to sleep feeling anxious and unsettled. Now she was at work feeling like she should be doing something. What, she wasn’t sure, but anything felt more productive than glazing her caramel pecan cinnamon rolls. Then again, they did make her think of Bentley and that made her smile.

      The back door opened and Dexter came in smiling. “Morning, Margot!” He sounded chipper and that gave her hope that he’d been able to find out something.

      “What did you find out.”

      “Good morning to you too,” he said, pulling off the satchel that held his laptop. She was almost positive he didn’t go anywhere without at least one computer.

      “Dexter—” she started, but he held up a hand.

      “I know. This is Adam we’re talking about, and I don’t mean to make light of that.” He slid onto one of the barstools that she kept under the large, metal table in the center of the kitchen. “I didn’t find much, but what I did find had me making calls faster than I can type—and you know that’s fast.”

      “Calls? To who? What did you find?”

      He grimaced. “Okay, so there are some things that I’m really not at liberty to say.”

      “Dexter, what are you talking about?”

      “I did work for the FBI once, remember? Every once in a while, I come across something that I know I shouldn’t. That’s when I call Peter.”

      Margot’s eyes widened. “Peter?”

      “Yep. And then I started talking with Danielle and…well, they are on their way here.”

      “What?”

      “Of the things that I can talk about, I’ll tell you that it looks like Adam might be on the bad side of something a lot bigger than you or I understand. The connections I found were—” Dexter pretended to suppress a shudder. “—deep. When I talked with Peter, he said he could get on that case and that he wanted to help. Then Danielle got wind of the fact we were talking about you and Adam and she insisted that you couldn’t plan your wedding and solve your fiancés recent foray into crime—her sarcastic words, not mine—so they are coming down. Should be here in an hour or so.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Margot,” Dexter said, putting his elbows on the table, near the flour, and staring her down, “there are a lot of people you’ve helped and a lot of people who care about you and Adam both. We’re all in, all the way.”

      Margot felt emotions rush through her at Dexter’s words. She’d felt so alone and so helpless the night before, but now she was beginning to see how her friends wouldn’t leave her alone. They would help.

      “Then let’s get baking because I’m going to want to talk to Peter the moment he gets here.”

      “You got it,” Dexter said with a smile.

      They prepped the shop for the morning rush and were just finishing up when Rosie came in, all smiles and reassuring hugs. While Adam’s arrest still wasn’t public knowledge, those closest to Margot and Adam knew. His neighbor who was watching Clint had been filled in on some of the details, but only a select few knew the majority of it.

      Margot knew that a circle of few was about to be widened, but she also knew that adding Peter, an FBI agent, was going to be vital to the investigation. If he could get past the red tape that would likely block his way.

      “Margot, they’re here.” Dexter came out into the front room where she had been helping Rosie with the rush of morning customers.

      “You got this, Rosie?”

      “Sure thing, sugar. You know I do.”

      “I do,” Margot said, squeezing the woman’s arm as she passed her. “Call for Dexter if you need help.”

      Rosie gave her a look that said she never needed help and Margot made her way to the back patio where Danielle, Dexter’s sister, and her husband and FBI agent Peter Graham sat.

      “Margot!” Danielle shot to her feet and pulled Margot into a tight hug. Memories flooded Margot of living in Maine for a few weeks as Dexter’s baking assistant and how they had searched high and low for Danielle.

      “It’s good to see you. To see you both,” she said, turning toward Peter. He had left the life of an FBI agent to become a detective in the small town of Portland, Maine, but, according to Dexter, he’d recently rejoined the agency with Danielle’s full blessing.

      “Sorry for barging in like this, but—”

      “We’re not barging,” Danielle said, cutting her husband off, “we’re here to help. Aren’t we, Peter?”

      “Yes, dear,” he deadpanned. They all smiled but Margot felt the pressing urge to remind them that Adam was being held on charges of murder.

      “What do you think you can do?” Margot asked Peter.

      “After some of the information that Dexter shared with me last night, I think I’ll be able to work on the case with the local department. If nothing else…” He paused as if trying to decide how much information he could legally share. “It’ll be beneficial to me and my efforts of late.”

      It was a careful way to say that the case he’d been working on could somehow be connected. That made Margot remember the mention of a smuggling ring. It was possible the smuggling went all up and down the Atlantic coast. It wouldn’t be unheard of.

      “Well, I appreciate you both coming.”

      “I’m going to head to the station now and talk with the chief. I’ve got to see what I can help with.” He put help in air quotes and Margot smiled knowing that Chief Hartland wouldn’t appreciate the bureau sticking its nose into his department’s case. She hoped for Peter’s sake that they could find common ground.

      “Okay, I’m off,” he said, kissing Danielle’s cheek and nodding to them. “I’ll let you all know when I know something.”

      Margot turned back to Danielle and offered her a tired smile. Before she could say anything, Danelle rushed at her with another hug.

      “It’s going to be all right. I know it is!”

      “Come on, Dani,” Dexter said, prying his sister’s arms away from Margot. “Let’s get back to doing what we’re good at. Want to bake something?”

      Danielle got a twinkle in her eye but quickly looked back at Margot. “Shouldn’t we be doing something?”

      Margot felt the same way, as if she should be doing something, but they wouldn’t have anything to go on until they got an update from Peter. Until then, Margot would focus on what they did well. For them all, that was baking.

      “Let’s go take out our frustrations about not being able to do anything on some dough. Who’s with me?”

      “Count me in,” Danielle said.

      “And me,” Dexter added.

      Feeling more encouraged than she had the night before, Margot led the way back into the sanctuary of her kitchen
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      After the fourth batch of unneeded pastries, Margot called a halt to the baking. It was fun to bake with friends and to try out new recipes, but they were nearing lunch and past the point where they would sell most of the pastries that day. She didn’t mind, the baking time had sufficed to take her mind off of everything but the feeling of dough and a few tricks she could teach Danielle for her own bakery in Maine.

      “All right,” Danielle said, untying her apron after they finished the last of the cleanup. “The time has come for you and I to talk about the important elephant in the room.”

      Dexter’s eyes went wide.

      “And that is?” Margot said, unintimidated by Dexter’s sister. She had a way of telling it like it was that Margot admired.

      “Your wedding, of course.”

      Dexter let out a dramatic sigh. Had he been thinking about his relationship with Julia? Margot continued to notice how close the two were becoming and she hoped to hear news of an engagement soon, as she was sure Danielle did. But that wasn’t the topic of the hour.

      “Grow up,” Danielle said, laughing at her brother. “But really, what can we help you with?”

      “Yes, what can we help with?” Julia said, coming back in from the front room. She’d joined them after the baking was in full force and offered to staff the front of the shop while Rosie went to an appointment.

      “Actually,” Margot said, turning toward Dexter and Julia, “there’s something I promised Adam I’d take care of. Something I should have figured out ages ago.”

      “She’s finally going to ask,” Julia said, looking at Dexter with humor in her gaze.

      “What?” Margot asked.

      “Come on,” Julia said. “You don’t have a wedding cake. The baker doesn’t have a cake. Like, how is that even possible?”

      “Well, I was just waiting and…”

      “And nothing. The wait is over,” Dexter said with a widening grin. “Julia and I would like to do your cake.”

      “Really?” Margot felt herself smile.

      “Of course,” Julia said. “We’ve been planning it since we found out that your friend couldn’t do your cake.”

      “How did you know?” Margot asked, bewildered.

      “She called and wouldn’t leave a message,” Dexter said. “I managed to get it out of her.”

      “You’re a bad influence on us, boss,” Julia said with a smirk. “We investigate everything now.”

      Margot laughed alongside Dexter and Danielle, but she also felt relief at their ready acceptance. “Are you both sure?”

      “I’ve done one cake before,” Julia said. “And Dexter isn’t terrible with decorative roses. We’ve both been practicing. Don’t worry, your cake will be perfect, just like your wedding.”

      “Thank you, both of you,” Margot said, once more overcome with emotion. She really had the best friends.

      “Why don’t you head home?” Dexter asked, stepping up beside his sister and putting his arm around her. “We’ll take care of the shop and you can get some rest. We promise to let you know the minute we hear from Peter.”

      Margot hesitated. She wanted to be there when they heard back from Peter, but she also knew that it would take time for him to convince Chief Hartland to let him work the case as well as connect with Les. Just the thought of waiting for all that exhausted her, reminding her that she hadn’t slept well the night before.

      “All right,” she agreed. “You’ve convinced me. But please, call me the moment you hear anything.”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “You were never a scout, were you?” she asked, eyeing the Vulcan symbol he’d formed with this right hand.

      Dexter shrugged and gave her an incorrigible grin. “Nope. But I was a Trekkie.”

      “That’ll work,” she said, flashing them one last tired smile before she took her purse and headed out the back door.

      Large, impending clouds were gathering on the horizon as Margot got into her car. The scent of a summer storm was on the warm breeze and she wished, for what felt like the millionth time that day, that Adam was with her. They loved sitting on her covered porch during storms and drinking iced coffee while watching the lightning.

      Sighing, she rested her head back against the cushion. She was too close to this case. She had to either let it go or push her personal feelings aside. She was hesitant to step back, knowing that she didn’t do that easily. But she also knew it would be extremely difficult to keep her personal feelings from this.

      Then again, wasn’t that what made her good at what she did? It wasn’t a job for her, it was a passion. She cared about the people she thought were wrongly accused and she did everything in her power to find the truth.

      She kept her head back, eyes closed, and thought about the details of the case so far. Detective Karlsson had arrested Adam in D.C. as if he’d known he would be there. Adam was accused of the murder of a Sid Lawrence—someone whose history forced Dexter to contact the FBI. Sid’s body was found on the shore in North Bank, not Washington, D.C., and the boat that he was said to have come on had Adam’s prints all over it. Also, Sid’s body was handcuffed after he had died.

      That part troubled Margot. Was it that the killer had known it would show up as happening after death, or was it to incriminate Adam? And what evidence did they have on Adam? Was it just his fingerprints—or something more?

      She contemplated calling Anthony but hesitated. She didn’t know what his role in all of this was. If what he knew was only because of his brother, then it could put him at risk to involve him further. If he was somehow in on some of this, and Margot couldn’t begin to guess what that would be, then she could still get him in trouble or compromise him in some way.

      Her eyes flew open as her frustration mounted. She was still parked in front of the bakery and she looked around to see if anyone had noticed that she was still there. Sighing, she turned on the car and pulled out. She wouldn’t do anyone any good if she was too tired to think, and her thoughts were becoming sluggish after her intermittent night of sleep. Her worry and anxiety were still high, and she wasn’t sure if she could rest when she got home, but she’d try.

      She turned a street early in her tiredness and let out a sigh. It was only then that she noticed a large, black SUV behind her. She narrowed her eyes and thought back to where she’d been parked near the bakery. Hadn’t that same SUV been parked a few cars behind her when she’d gotten into her car?

      Margot chided herself for jumping to conclusions, but she was unwilling to risk anything. She made another turn that wasn’t in her usual route home and watched as the SUV followed. Were they looking for her home?

      Executing more turns, the SUV stayed with her. She was beginning to get worried and almost ready to call the police when the SUV turned down another street and disappeared. She tried to find out where it had gone, but by the time she’d circled the block, they were gone.

      The feeling of uneasiness settled on her shoulders, but she tried to remind herself that it was possible she had imagined that the SUV was following her. Then again, she was observant and usually noticed things like that.

      Resolving herself to the fact that she either had an overactive imagination or someone was trying to unnerve her, she made her way back home taking a circuitous route. There was still no sign of her tail, so she pulled into her parking spot and rushed up the steps. Letting out a sigh as her door opened, she stepped inside and flipped on the light.

      The sight before her took her breath away. Her house had been ransacked!
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      “You think this SUV was following you?” Les asked, looking down at his notepad and then back up at Margot.

      “I…I can’t be sure, but it seemed so.”

      “Right. You didn’t get a plate?”

      “Sadly, no. They were too far back for me to see.”

      “It’s okay, Margot.” He looked around the room. “We’ll get whoever did this to you.”

      Margot followed his gaze and felt part of her heart sink lower. Her lovely white couch cushions were ripped to shreds, the glass on most of her artwork was smashed, and every drawer or container had been turned upside-down. It looked like utter chaos.

      “I hope so.” She said the words but didn’t feel any hope in them. How could they find whoever did this if they couldn’t even find fingerprints? She had a feeling whoever had broken in had worn gloves.

      “And you haven’t noticed anything missing?”

      She shook her head. “I looked for all of my valuables and they are there. Honestly, it looks like someone wanted to scare me.” And they were doing a good job of it, she thought.

      “I’ve assigned a protection detail to watch your house. They’ll be there around the clock so this won’t happen again. I’d also suggest you get Clint over here to keep you company.”

      Margot nodded, thinking that Clint Eastwood, Adam’s large and loveable mutt, would not only be good company but an added measure of protection.

      “I’ll see if Tamera can come with me to pick him up.”

      “I’d say that’s a good idea.” Les flipped his notebook closed and looked at her. “You’ll be okay, Margot. I promised Adam I’d look after you and I’m going to do just that.”

      “When did you promise that?” she asked, feeling the warmth of the notion surround her.

      “We both promised it to each other. He looks after my wife, I look after you—no matter what. I trust that guy with my life and I would do anything for him, just as I know he’d do the same for me. So don’t you worry.”

      She nodded, more to herself than to Les. “Thank you. You’re a good friend and a good partner.”

      He grinned and turned to the other officers to finalize their investigation. It was late, but Margot pulled out her phone and called Tamera. She answered on the second ring and promised she’d be there in less than ten minutes.

      Once the officers and Les had left, Margot walked past the officer stationed in front of her house, giving him an appreciative nod, and then slid into the front seat of Tamera’s car, a blanket slung over her arm.

      “What’s that for?”

      “Hair.”

      Tamera looked confused.

      “Clint is a hairy beast and I’ll not have him shedding all over your nice, clean car.”

      Tamera laughed and shook her head. “I don’t care about that! He’ll be fine. I also have a vacuum and it’s about time for George to clean the cars anyway.” She flashed a devilish grin then sobered. “Are you all right, Margot?”

      “Yes, but my place is not. I’ll have to do some major cleaning, but I’m just glad I wasn’t there when any of this happened.”

      “Oh, I can’t even imagine.”

      “Honestly, I think I wasn’t there because I wasn’t supposed to be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There was a car tailing me.” She thought back to the incident and, in retrospect, how obvious the car had been. “Now that I think of it, I have a feeling I was supposed to notice it following me.”

      “It was a distraction.”

      “I think so,” she sighed, “but there’s no way to prove that.”

      “Did they take anything?”

      “No. I think it was more to startle me than anything else.”

      “Well, it’s startling me. Are you really going to stay there tonight? You can come over and stay with George and I. We’ve got the guest bedroom all set up. You can even bring Clint.”

      “I couldn’t do that. Besides, you know George would have a fit if I brought Clint.”

      Tamera laughed. “You’re right about that, but he could learn to deal with the hair and dog smell. Trust me. We’d do anything for you.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, squeezing her friend’s hand and thinking back to the time that she’d cleared George of a murder charge. She was so glad to see her friend so happy and in love. “Let’s get the pooch. I’ll be fine with him staying with me.”

      “If you say so.”

      Once they picked up Clint, they headed back to Margot’s house. Tamera pulled up out front and Margot waved to the officer. She recognized him from another time that she’d had surveillance on her house.

      “Are you absolutely sure you’re going to be all right?” Tamera asked, squeezing Margot’s hand.

      Clint leaned over to the front seat and sniffed at Margot’s hair. She laughed and gently pushed him away.

      “Are you kidding? This fierce animal will protect me.”

      Tamera laughed, sending Clint a doubtful look. “If you insist. But please, call me any time if you need me to come over or you change your mind.”

      “I will. Thank you again. I…I didn’t want to go alone.”

      “Of course not. Any time, dear friend.”

      Margot clipped the dog’s leash on and let him jump out of the car. He immediately sniffed around the car and began pulling her toward the door.

      “Margot,” Tamera called out, “are you sure you’re okay?”

      Margot paused, pulling the dog back. He immediately sat down and waited for her. She considered her friend’s question. Was she all right? With her fiancé arrested for a crime she was sure he didn’t commit and now finding herself brought into the midst of something with her home being invaded, she had to admit she wasn’t all right.

      “No,” she admitted, “but I will be when all of this is over.”

      Tamera looked as if she were going to argue, but instead, she pressed her lips together and nodded. “I’m here for you. You know that.”

      “I do,” Margot said. “Have a good night.”

      Tamera waited as Margot started for her door, Clint leading the way. What she’d told her friend was true, but she also needed to know that Adam would be all right too. It wasn’t something she could guarantee, but it was something she’d give everything to. To clearing his name once and for all.
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      It took a long time, but after cleaning up most of the living room area and her bedroom, she went to bed, Clint laying at her feet. Despite the assurance of the officer on duty out front, her locked doors, and the protective pooch at her feet, she still struggled to get to sleep.

      Her mind kept replaying the events of the evening. Of being followed and then walking into her torn-up house. Everything calculated to make her afraid. When she finally drifted off to sleep, she slept soundly and didn’t awaken until midmorning, thankful for the extra rest.

      Clint bounded off the bed and Margot let him out before starting to clean up the kitchen. Thankfully, it had the least amount of damage and she’d only have to replace a few bowls. Once she had a cup of coffee in hand, she sat down at her computer and began to look through emails. She noticed one from Dexter close to the top of her inbox and immediately clicked on it.

      He began by saying he’d heard about what happened from Peter who’d heard from Les. He wanted her to know that they were all ready to close the shop and come to help her clean up if she needed it. Before she did anything else, she shot a text to Dexter and Julia in their group message and let them know she was doing fine and that she’d just need a day to herself to get things straightened up.

      Then she turned back to the email. He had included a few attachments of information Peter had agreed that he could share with her. It wouldn’t be anything confidential, or at least anything she couldn’t see, but he said he hoped it might help her.

      The first attachment was a folder of images of Sid meeting with different people. The second attachment was a type of ‘key’ that labeled who each person was based on Dexter’s facial recognition software.

      To Margot’s astonishment, most were members of the police force in Washington, D.C. Dexter had included a note explaining that a lot of them had already been arrested during a sting operation several years back. Margot instantly thought of what Anthony had told her. These were the officers that Adam had put away, meaning these photos had to be older.

      She clicked open the next file and noticed that it labeled Sid Lawrence as a CI, or criminal informant, to Detective Karlsson. Margot’s eyebrows shot up. She assumed that, since Lawrence was dead, this information wasn’t classified anymore, but that didn’t mean it was less important. If anything, it was crucial. It meant that Sid had connections to Karlsson and his death would be almost personal to the detective.

      Margot wondered if it would cloud the detective’s judgment of the case. A criminal informant was still that—a criminal—but it often meant they were reformed in a sense. She knew from her late husband Julian that CIs were very important to detectives and they could form a type of friendship. Though she also knew that one had to be careful with how close they got to a CI. Either way, it was odd that Karlsson was investigating in this case.

      She then opened the last file that Dexter had sent just as she got a text back from him.

      

      Peter would like to come talk to you. Is that OK?

      

      She looked around the room and shrugged. It still looked like a mess, but he would understand what had happened the night before.

      

      Of course. Send him over whenever.

      

      Dexter’s affirmative reply forced Margot into action. She finished the cleanup of the living room, replacing the cushions and putting a blanket over them to cover the rips and to even out some of the lumpiness. Then she turned back to the last file. She wanted to go over them before Peter showed up.

      The last file she clicked open was a video clip. Double-clicking on it, her media player opened and began to play the file. It looked like video surveillance from a camera mounted high above a walkway and was dated six days prior. From what she could see, despite the darkness and grain of the video footage, it was facing a pathway that led to a boat dock. She couldn’t see enough of it to tell if it was in North Bank or elsewhere, but before she could look for things to clue her in, three images appeared in the lower left corner.

      They slowly made their way to a point just above the center of the video and one turned. She recognized him as Sid Lawrence. The other person on the right turned as well and, from the profile, Margot knew it was Adam. Her heart hammered in her chest. So there was evidence that Adam had met with Sid on the night of his death.

      The third person kept his back to the camera. He wore a hood and a trench coat that almost completely masked his appearance. Her breath caught at the realization. A trench coat. Just like the person she’d seen in the garage when leaving the city.

      She watched as the image before her stayed static. The men looked like they were having a conversation, and then they continued walking out of the range of the camera. The man in the trench coat never turned around.

      The clip ended, and she slammed her fist onto the seat next to her. Bits of fluff flew into the air and she ground her teeth. None of this information looked good. She wanted to ask Dexter where he’d gotten these files, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to tell her.

      She had to assume that, due to the seemingly damning nature of the files, the police had a hold of them. But they didn’t prove anything. Then she remembered Les’s information about the boat and Adam’s fingerprints.

      She rewound the footage and watched it again. The person in the trench coat was wearing gloves. She’d missed it the first time, but she’d been looking this time.

      Did that mean that they had kept the gloves on? Or had they not even gone on to the boat? She ground her teeth and nearly jumped out of her seat when the doorbell rang.

      Clint began barking and Margot shot him a look. “A little late, aren’t you?” she said with a smirk. The dog circled around on his bed and settled down again.

      She opened the door and Peter gave her a half-smile. “Thanks for letting me stop by.”

      “Of course,” she said, stepping back to let him in.

      “I assume you got the email from Dexter?”

      “I did. Just finished looking through everything.”

      He nodded solemnly. “I’m going to tell you what Adam is being accused of.”

      She felt her hands begin to shake.

      “I know that sounds dark, but I feel like you need to know, especially since—” He rubbed the back of his neck. “—since I know what a great detective you are.” She gave him a look, but he held up his hands defensively. “I’m working on it. Les is. But so is Karlsson and I have a feeling the more heads the better in this case. Besides, you’ve got a vested interest.”

      That she did. “What do you have?”

      He told her how they had the footage of him going down to the boat, and that there was another section of tape that showed the three of them getting on to the boat that eventually washed ashore. Then he explained how, though the bullet hadn’t been recovered, it seemed to match up with the specs from Adam’s gun, though that was inconclusive. Then he explained the piles of evidence that seemed to show Adam working in conjunction with Sid.

      “But that’s not right,” she said before she could help it. She remembered what Anthony had said. It wasn’t so much that he was working with Sid as he was working against cops. Dirty cops. But could she tell that to Peter? Wouldn’t she need proof? And would that proof blow Adam’s cover? Could it be possible that all of this was part of another sting operation to bring out someone from the woodwork?

      “Margot, there’s something else.” The way Peter said it made her blood run cold. “There’s a letter addressed to Karlsson from Sid that fingers Adam.”

      “In what way?” Margot managed to ask.

      “As a dirty cop.”
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      Margot paced in front of the venue where she was to have her wedding with Adam in a little over a week. She was waiting for Danielle to show up, seeing as how she had offered to act as an informal wedding director the day of the big event. This would be Margot’s last look at the venue before the day of the wedding and she wanted to make sure Danielle knew what Margot envisioned for the wedding itself.

      The owner of the small, exclusive venue wasn’t in that day, but his assistant had already opened the side gate that led to the small back yard area of the restaurant. She’d said if Margot needed anything she’d just be inside, but all Margot wanted to do was show Danielle the layout, give her a few instructions, and then move on to doing something—anything—about Adam’s supposed guilt.

      “Margot!” Danielle trotted up the sidewalk toward her. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I got a little lost.”

      Margot smiled. “It’s all right. I’m just antsy, I think.”

      “You look like it,” Danielle said with a knowing smile. “Pacing back and forth is what Peter does when he’s trying to solve a case.”

      “I just have a lot of excess energy.”

      “Understandable. Let’s make this quick so you can get back to work.” She gave Margot a knowing smile and they turned to walk down the narrow path to the back-yard area.

      Margot explained her vision for the day itself and Danielle took pictures, made notes in her phone, and asked precise questions. She even pointed out a few things Margot hadn’t thought of and had a solution for every issue.

      “You’ve got a knack for this,” Margot said, standing under the awning of the back porch and looking out over the yard. She could just imagine it filled up with rows of white chairs and the guests they had invited. She looked forward to the day, even if she was a little nervous about the groom being there. He wouldn’t be if she couldn’t prove his innocence.

      “Margot?”

      “Yes?” She pulled herself out of her thoughts.

      “I know you’ve got a lot on your plate, but don’t worry. Peter is doing everything he can, you are, and the police are too. I know that you guys will catch whoever really did this.”

      Margot’s thoughts trailed back to the video showing the men. She knew that the truth lay with the third man who couldn’t be identified. He was the key to it all. He had either seen what had really happened or, as Margot suspected, he had been the actual killer.

      That still left how Adam’s prints had been all over the boat and how the handcuffs used had been his. That was a bit of information Peter had shared with her early that morning on a phone call. Just more and more supposed evidence that made it look like Adam was guilty, even though he wasn’t.

      “Thanks, Danielle,” she finally said, pulling her thoughts from the dark place they had gone to. “I—”

      She was cut off by the smell of smoke. She and Danielle began looking around, wondering where the scent was coming from.

      “Is that coming from inside?” Danielle asked in shock.

      “I think so.” Margot’s pulse raced. “Go out to the front and call 9-1-1. I’m going in there to make sure that everyone gets out.”

      “But, Margot—”

      “Go! I’ll meet you out front” Margot hated using a harsh tone, but it was crucial that they get the fire department there within the next few minutes. She had a bad feeling about the whole situation and wondered why the alarm hadn’t already gone off.

      Rushing inside through the back door, she raced toward the kitchen calling out for anyone. When no one answered, she pushed the door to the kitchen open and was met with a wall of smoke and heat. Her gaze traveled over the scene. It looked like the fire had started on or near the oven on the opposite side of the room but was now spreading toward the front half. It would soon overtake the main room.

      She frantically looked around for the assistant and saw a pair of legs on the ground. Crouching down low, she moved toward the girl. She lay face down, a deep gash at the back of her neck. Margot felt for a pulse and was rewarded with one, even though it was faint. She let out a breath and tried to wake the girl to no avail.

      The flames licked closer to her and she feared they would overtake the gas line system to the stove any minute. Would that make the whole place go up in flames? Wincing at the thought of moving the woman but seeing no other way, Margot pulled her over the smooth floor toward the swinging doors.

      She stayed low and managed to get the girl out into the main area where the smoke was less. Just then, the girl awoke with a start and began screaming. Margot knelt beside her and tried to calm her down, assuring her that they were going to be all right.

      When the young woman had calmed down a little, Margot helped her up and they limped toward the front door. It was two glass-paneled doors that led out through a narrow walkway that eventually opened up to the street. It kept up the secluded air of the place by not being visible from the street.

      When Margot pushed against the doors, they didn’t budge.

      “Are these unlocked?” she yelled toward the young woman slumped on the floor. Her hand was at the back of her head pressing a napkin there that Margot had snatched from a table.

      “They should be,” the girl said, tears streaming down her cheeks both from pain and smoke.

      “They. Aren’t. Budging.” Margot put all of her weight into it.

      “I—I don’t know where my keys are.” The woman looked lost.

      Just then, something moved on the other side of the glass, catching Margot’s attention. She froze as a man in a trench coat and hat, his face covered by a black mask, stared at her from the pathway before disappearing. He’d somehow locked or jammed the doors from the other side. Terror raced up her spine at the realization. Had he also set up the fire in the kitchen? Was this all about her?

      Her thoughts crystalized in that instant and she raced to the chair next to where the young woman sat. “You’ll have to tell your boss I’m sorry about this,” she said right before she threw it at the glass doors. It bounced off and Margot looked at the doors in disbelief. How had it not broken the glass?

      “They are…” The girl gasped for a breath. “…too thick.”

      Margot stood taller, sending a quick glance to the kitchen where she could now see more flames. “That’s okay. We’re getting out of here.”

      She picked up the same chair but instead of throwing it at the glass doors, she tossed it at the large window next to the doors. This time, the chair went through with a satisfying crash. Margot yanked a tablecloth from the table nearest the window and wrapped her arm in it. She hit away the remains of the glass then laid the cloth over the ledge.

      “Come on,” she said, turning to the girl. “This is our way out.”

      When they staggered to the front sidewalk, the sirens were growing increasingly louder as they raced toward the restaurant. Danielle came rushing at Margot, tears streaking her cheeks.

      “I had no idea where you were, and the side gate was locked! I don’t know how that happened.”

      “The front door was locked as well,” Margot said, her anger showing. “I bet the back door is locked too.” It was becoming all too clear that Margot was a target for someone.

      But the question remained—why? Was it due to her investigating Adam’s innocence, or was it more than that?
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      Margot sat in the front room of her bakery, the scent of smoke coming off of her like a campfire gone awry.

      “You should go home. Change. Get some rest,” Julia suggested.

      After they had been questioned by the police in conjunction with the fire and Margot had reported what she’d seen, she had insisted Danielle take her back to the bakery. She’d closed the shop down for the day, but her friends had stayed rather than go home as she’d said they could.

      “I can’t do that. It’s clear that I’m either on the right track...”

      “Or someone’s out to get you.”

      Margot gave Dexter a look that said he was being dramatic.

      “We don’t know that.”

      “You saw the figure from the video. That’s a big deal, Margot.”

      “Or I saw someone dressed to look like that person. We can’t know for certain.”

      “We can’t, but it’s no coincidence. If only the security cameras had been on at the restaurant.” Dexter had tried to hack into them the minute he’d heard of the disaster, but they had been disabled at the time of the incident.

      “No,” she agreed, “it’s not a coincidence.” Margot began to pace. She knew for a fact what she’d seen, but what bothered her was that she wasn’t sure if it was a move to get her to connect the incidents with what she’d seen on the tape and in the garage, or if it was a purposeful misdirection.

      She thought back to what she’d seen, pausing in her pacing to close her eyes. Had he looked caught by her look or expectant, like he’d wanted her to see him? Then she remembered the mask. He’d wanted her to see him, otherwise he wouldn’t have worn a mask. No one else was around and there would be no worry of him being seen.

      So, whoever it was had wanted her to see him leaving from the burning building. Now, the question was about his motivation. Was it for fear? Or for something else?

      “Margot?” Julia started to say when a pounding sounded on the front door.

      Margot turned around and saw Bentley with Tamera behind him. She had come back to the shop because she wasn’t sure she felt safe at home, but she also wasn’t sure if her shop would be safe. A niggling at the back of her mind made her think again how she felt targeted. But why?

      Forcing the thoughts away, she rushed to the front door and opened it, letting her friends inside.

      “What is this about a fire?” Bentley said, pulling her into a tight hug.

      “Are you all right?” Tamera asked, concern washing over her pretty features. “George said he’d come down if you need him.”

      Margot smiled. “That was sweet of him.”

      “I honestly don’t know what he’d do, but his heart is in the right place.”

      “Absolutely,” Margot said. Then, turning to Bentley, she explained what had happened. “Why are you down here if you didn’t know the details?”

      Bentley shot a guilty look to Julia, who shrugged.

      “I see,” Margot said, turning to her assistant.

      “Hey, we thought—”

      “Don’t lump me in to this,” Dexter said, shooting Julia a look.

      She made a face. “I thought they could talk some sense into you. You know, suggest you go home to get some rest and then you’d, I don’t know, actually listen to them?”

      “Look…” Margot held up her hands. “I appreciate your concern, but—”

      “The wedding!” As if only now realizing what had happened, Tamera gasped and clamped her hand over her mouth. “Where will you get married?”

      Margot’s stomach twisted at hearing her friend realize what she had only after the shock of getting out of the fiery building had caused. She’d had a similar realization but alone in her car. The tears had now dried, but that didn’t mean that their effect on her wasn’t still painful.

      “I’m not sure.”

      The room fell silent as all eyes turned toward her in compassion.

      “Look, we’ll figure something out. It’s what Adam and I do best.” Her attempt at humor fell flat and she bit her lip.

      “The senior center.”

      Now all eyes turned toward Bentley.

      “What?” Dexter said.

      “They can use the senior center. Sure, it’s not as swanky as the restaurant they were going to use, but at least it wasn’t on fire.”

      Dexter snorted, and Julia shot him a look. Margot tilted her head in thought, picturing the newly-finished space. It held potential and, while not as intimate as she’d hoped, she couldn’t see another option.

      Then another realization hit her, and she fought back tears. This was all well and good—but what if Adam wasn’t out of jail by the time of their wedding?

      Tears brimming, she merely nodded her response. Tamera rushed toward her, an arm outspread. Margot hated making a scene and felt awkward with everyone looking at her, but it was Danielle who spoke first.

      “Adam will be there. We’ll make it look amazing. You’ll have the best wedding.”

      Somehow, the woman’s assured words, while having no proof to back them up, did wonders to calm Margot down.

      “You’re right,” she said, taking a deep, shuttering breath. She needed to focus. They had to divide to conquer. “And I have some ideas.”

      It was a true testament to her friends and their trust in her when no one asked her to clarify before all agreed they would help. It made Margot feel warmth spread through her chest and she even managed a small smile for them.

      Whoever was behind framing Adam, because Margot had determined that was what this all had to be, had no idea what—or who—they were up against. They might be a ragtag bunch of people, but they all had courage and hearts to do the right thing. That was something no criminal could count on, nor would they be able to thwart it, no matter how hard they tried.
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      Margot finally took the advice of her friends and locked up the shop. Then Tamera insisted on coming home with her so that she could help finish the cleaning while Margot took a much-needed nap.

      After waving to the officer stationed out front to watch over her house, Margot and Tamera cleaned up the rest of the kitchen and then, while Tamera got to work cleaning up more of the living room, Margot was finally convinced to take a nap. Clint joined her, and they slept for two hours.

      Waking refreshed, Margot felt as if her head had cleared some. After seeing that Tamera had left, leaving her a sweet note and telling her to call if she should need anything, Margot took a shower, dressed, made dinner, and sat down to eat, Clint at her side waiting for anything she’d pass his way.

      “I really shouldn’t,” she said, giving the dog a cursory glance, but his chocolate brown eyes pleaded in a way she couldn’t refuse. She tossed him a morsel from her plate just as her phone rang.

      “Hello?” she said, recognizing the number of the precinct.

      “Margot?”

      She recognized the voice but couldn’t place it. “This is she.”

      “Margot, it’s Peter.”

      “Oh, hello, Peter,” she said, feeling foolish she didn’t recognize him right away.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you after the fire. Danielle kept me apprised of the situation, but I had a feeling you’d prefer for me to work the case though—was I wrong?”

      She smiled to herself. “You’re not wrong. Is there anything you can fill me in on?”

      “Well…” He hesitated only a moment. “I do have a few things I’d like to talk to you about. Any way I can stop by for a few minutes?”

      “Absolutely. Did you already have dinner? You can bring Danielle over too.”

      “I already ate. They are taking good care of me here. Making me want to move down from Maine.”

      She laughed, knowing he and Danielle wouldn’t leave her profitable and cozy bakery for anything.

      “All right, so maybe not, but almost. Anyway, Danielle is catching up with Dexter tonight, so it’ll just be me. Need anything while I’m on my way?”

      “No, but thank you. See you soon.”

      He hung up and she looked around the room. While things still needed fixing, some additional paint to touch up the walls, and a few pieces of furniture would have to be replaced, Tamera had done a wonderful job.

      Margot cleaned up her dinner dishes and then went in to the living room to wait, wondering what it was that Peter would tell her. What had he found out about the case? Was he even allowed to share things with her? Then again, he wouldn’t be coming if he wasn’t. Or, at least she didn’t think so.

      When a knock finally sounded on the door, Margot let Peter in and introduced him to Clint. The dog accepted the belly rub in payment for letting Peter sit on the couch and Margot curled up in a corner chair.

      “I’m so sorry about the break-in,” Peter said, cringing as he looked around. “But it looks like you’re getting things up and running again.”

      “It was quite the shock, but…” She trailed off, turning her gaze to her entwined fingers. Having her house in shambles was nothing compared to having her fiancé in prison. “Do you know anything that can help Adam?”

      Peter grimaced for a moment, directing his attention down to the dog still at his feet. She wondered at his hesitation, but then reminded herself he could be breaking protocol to come talk with her.

      “The chief doesn’t know I’m here,” he began, “but I did tell Les. I know he wants to free Adam as badly as any of us—though not as badly as you—but he made it clear he couldn’t come see you. I decided to take his place.”

      “I don’t want you two risking your careers.”

      “Don’t worry.” Peter offered her a reassuring smile. “I’m here because I want to be.”

      “What can you tell me?”

      “Not a whole lot, but that’s mainly because there isn’t a lot to this case—yet.”

      “How is that possible?”

      Peter let out a deep sigh and leaned back. “You know that we found the boat.”

      “Yes,” she urged him on.

      “Well, we also found only two sets of prints.”

      “Right. Adam’s and the victim’s.”

      “Dexter submitted that video but there is absolutely nothing, evidence wise, that shows three men on that boat.”

      Margot’s stomach cramped.

      “What we did find was a marina video showing two figures on the boat heading out of the marina.”

      Margot snatched onto something Peter hadn’t said. “You said figures. Does that mean you can’t tell who it is on the boat?”

      “No.” He held up a hand to stay her next statement. “I know what you’re going to say, but the evidence shows that Adam was the one on the boat, not our mysterious stranger.”

      Margot’s hands clenched into fists. “That’s not to say that Adam didn’t get on that boat, touch a few things, and then get off as Sid and whoever rode off into the sunset.” She heard her own tone and cringed. “I’m sorry, Peter. I’m just frustrated.”

      “Don’t apologize to me. I get it. And honestly, I’m beginning to think like you are that he was framed. I mean, let me rephrase that, I thought that from the beginning, but what we have is almost too pretty. Too by the book. Evidence suggesting Adam was the only one aboard. A post mortem changing of the body in order to use Adam’s handcuffs. Some mysterious stranger…”

      Margot leaned forward. “What is going on, Peter? I mean, Adam’s in jail for goodness sake, and now I’m being targeted by this mysterious man. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I went up to see Adam,” Peter said in a rush, as if he’d been waiting for the right time to tell her and it had just come busting out.

      “You did? How is he? Can I see him again?”

      He held up a hand again. “You can visit, but he says he’d rather have you here thinking about the case.”

      Margot smiled. “Sounds like Adam.”

      “I told him what happened—”

      “You shouldn’t have!” Margot’s heart began to beat faster. She knew how helpless Adam would feel and she didn’t want him in jail thinking she was in danger—even if she was.

      “Don’t worry,” Peter assured her, “I let him know every precaution was being taken to keep you safe. And, while he was upset at first, he calmed down and was able to see this for what it is.”

      “Which is?”

      Peter stared at her for a long while before forging ahead with his next statement. “That you are being tormented to increase Adam’s anxiety.”

      “What?”

      “He’s been getting notes slipped to him. Things that shouldn’t make it to him but do—somehow. They detail how he will regret what he did.”

      “His undercover mission.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You know about it?”

      “Anthony filled me in.”

      Margot was surprised to hear this but reminded herself that Peter was working to free Adam and needed every weapon in his arsenal to do so.

      “Adam is certain that whoever is doing this is someone he personally hurt.”

      “Personally?”

      “Yes. He wouldn’t give me names, not in the area where were talked since it’s likely bugged, but he hinted enough to help me fill in the picture. When he was undercover, he likely worked with someone very closely. It would be that person who, now that he’s found out who and what Adam was, is taking personal revenge on him.”

      “Isn’t there a list or something? Some way to narrow down who it is that is doing this?”

      “That’s what I’m working on, covertly as possible.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you remember what Adam was doing?”

      Margot knew that Peter was leading her to the answer so she took a moment to consider. He had been working on an undercover sting operation with… “You think it’s a cop? So someone isn’t who they say they are.”

      “Or, more so, someone has an ax to grind with Adam and is doing everything in their power to put him under in every way possible. Margot, if Adam goes to prison…”

      Peter didn’t have to complete his thought for her to get the picture. As a policeman, and someone who put away dirty cops, he wouldn’t stand a good chance of lasting long in prison. Then again, he was a strong man. But no, she ground her teeth. She wouldn’t even let her thoughts go there.

      “He’s not going to prison, Peter. He didn’t do this, and I’m going to prove it.”
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        * * *

      

      Margot paced across the back patio of the The Parisian Pâtisserie. It was a beautiful day, though already hot at only eight in the morning. The shop had been open for an hour and Julia had only recently stepped in so Margot could take a much-needed break. She’d pushed herself to go in to the bakery despite the fact she’d rather be doing something else—anything that could help Adam. But that was easier said than done.

      When Peter had left, Margot began to feel less and less confident about proving her fiancé’s innocence. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe he was innocent, but the reality of proving it was going to be very difficult. The mere fact that it seemed to all be planned out better than she’d expected was the first hurdle.

      She pulled out her phone and tapped Anthony’s contact. He picked up on the fourth ring, sounding groggy.

      “Hi, Anthony,” Margot said, trying to sound somewhat apologetic. “It sounds like I woke you.”

      “Had a late night. But it’s okay. What’s up?”

      She debated telling him what she’d talked about with Peter, but she didn’t want to risk it being overheard nor did she think she needed to talk with him about that. In fact, if she were honest with herself, she would admit that she wasn’t completely sure why she’d called him.

      “I miss him,” she said, surprising herself at the emotion in her voice. Here she was, admitting the deepest feelings she had to her fiancé’s brother whom she hardly knew.

      “I’m sure you do,” he said, sounding like he was waking up. “I wish…” He trailed off and let out a breath. “Maybe there’s a way I can get you in to see him again.”

      Margot thought back to the last time she’d seen him. It had been so hard seeing Adam in jail. Then again, she’d rather see him there than not see him at all.

      “Could you? At least talk to him. I don’t think he wants me to come—to see him like that again—but it’s killing me. I just need to see him.”

      “I understand. I’ll see what I can do. And, Margot?” He paused, as if weighing his words. “We’ll catch a break. I know we will.”

      She sniffed back tears and nodded, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. “We will.”

      They hung up and Margot slipped her phone into her pocket before wrapping her arms around herself, despite the growing warmth of the day. This wasn’t how she’d expected the week before her wedding to go. She thought of her sister and her family who would be flying in for the wedding. Then she thought of Adam’s family. Adam’s family!

      She pulled out her phone again, ready to call Anthony back, but hesitated. When she’d celebrated Christmas with Adam and his family, no one had even mentioned Anthony. She knew that something had happened to distance them all, but she had a feeling this could be the thing to bring them back. She wouldn’t have wished it, but if it was the outcome, then maybe it would make sense of the heartbreak.

      Slipping the phone back into her pocket, she was about to turn around and go back inside when she heard, “Ah, the lovely Margot Durand. I was hoping I’d find you away from everyone.”
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      Margot froze, then spun around to face Ben Anderson. “What are you doing here?” she asked, coming toward him the next instant.

      He embraced her in a brotherly hug and then pulled back, keeping his hands on her arms as he assessed how she looked. “I see dark circles and evidence of tears. So it really is as bad as Dad says.”

      “Bentley called you.” Her voice sounded resigned even to her own ears.

      “Don’t get mad at him. He only called me because he didn’t know what else to do. And he was right to do it. I know how much he cares for you and, after everything you’ve done for me—” He flashed her a reckless grin. “—how could I say no?”

      Margot considered the jewel thief turned criminal informant for the FBI. He looked even more tan than before and was still decked out in the latest, most expensive menswear. The air of confidence around him reminded her of James Bond and she couldn’t help but smile back. If he was going to be on anyone’s side, she was glad it was hers and Adam’s.

      “Want a pastry and a cup of coffee? It may take a while to fill you in.”

      “Please,” he said, still grinning.

      After they fished their croissants and coffee and Margot had finished the retelling of the events up until that point, Ben sat back and slowly shook his head.

      “And I thought the last time was bad.” He whistled low and took a look around.

      Margot didn’t miss the action. “What do you know?”

      “What?” His gaze shot to hers.

      “I can tell that you are nervous, you keep playing with that ring on your thumb, and then you just looked around as if to check to see if anyone was nearby. You know something.”

      His smile widened. “What I have to tell you could get me in a lot of trouble.”

      “Ben, I promise that it’s worth it.”

      “And here I thought you’d try and dissuade me from sharing. Keeping my health in mind and all.” He winked, flirting with her in the harmless way he did with all women.

      “You know I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t extremely important.”

      “I know. And I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t willing to help. Besides…” He leaned in conspiratorially. “I’d like to think my new friends will help me out if I get in too deep.”

      She knew he meant the FBI and wanted to warn him that wasn’t what they were there for, but then she saw his laughing grin and realized he’d been teasing her.

      “Okay, hold on to your hats, ladies and gentlemen. It’s about to get choppy.”

      She leaned back, unsure of what she would find out from Ben.

      “I know—er, knew—Sid Lawrence.”

      Margot’s eyes went wide. “You did?”

      “What did I tell you? Choppy.” He rubbed his jaw with the memory. “I connected with him for another, currently unnamed, client about a year ago. My client was interested in certain…items.”

      “Was this part of the smuggling ring?”

      Ben’s eyes widened. “All right, so you know more than I gave you credit for. Yes, I was working to bring product up to my client in southern Maryland and Sid was my connection. He was working for someone though, I know that much for a fact.”

      “Like a boss? Or just another cog in the wheel?”

      “Definitely the boss.”

      Margot’s mind swam with the possibilities. It had to be the same ring that Adam had gotten involved with.

      “Margot…” Ben waited until he had her attention, “I had reasons to believe that the boss was actually a cop—or detective, I don’t know. There was no way this smuggling ring could do what they did without someone, or many someones, looking the other way.”

      “That would make sense.” She nodded. She loosely filled him in on what Adam had been involved with, ending by saying, “If the ‘boss’ is on the force, that could be the person they needed to get. The whole reason why Adam never fully ‘left’ his undercover operation. That could also be the person targeting Adam.”

      “I don’t know, Margot.” Ben shrugged. “A boss like that wouldn’t get his hands dirty.”

      Ben had a point. Why would someone with that much power stoop so low? Then again, maybe there was someone else, another number two type guy who they didn’t know about.

      “Do you have a name?”

      Ben looked up from where he’d been studying the plate in front of him, moving the crumbs around with his thumb. “A name?”

      “Sid must have talked about who he worked for. There’s no way you did business with him without something slipping out. Right?” She hoped upon hope that he had something for her. They desperately needed a lead.

      “Okay, so Sid did mention a nickname. That’s about as good as these guys will get you. Everyone’s got a nickname.”

      “Right,” she said, nodding. “Anything will help. Pete can look into it.”

      Ben nodded. “They called him The Swede.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry there’s not more to go on.”

      “This could be helpful. They could be known, or in the system or something.” Margot felt like she was grasping at straws, but at this point, it was all she could do. “Can you tell me any more about Sid?”

      Ben’s gaze traveled over the skyline as he thought. “Yeah. He seemed loyal, to a fault you know? The kind of guy that would do anything to please those above him.”

      Margot thought that was an interesting way of putting it. Had Sid tried to please the wrong person?

      “He also had his hand in a few different things.”

      “Like side businesses?” Margot clarified.

      “You could say that. I mean, once you’re in deep as a criminal, some decide to go deeper. I don’t really know what, but I’d just hear rumors. It could have just been a side gig for his boss too. It’s hard to say.”

      “I see.” Margot began to paint the picture of the man Ben described. “Did you ever meet The Swede or anyone else?”

      Ben shook his head. “Only Sid. Though I did see someone in the car once. They were waiting as Sid got out to connect with me to finalize our deal. I had a feeling whoever was in the SUV was important.”

      “What did you see?” she asked eagerly.

      “Never saw his face, just caught a glimpse of a dark trench coat, high collar, dark hat, the works, you know?”

      Margot’s breath caught. “T-trench coat?”

      “Margot, are you all right? You look as white as a cream puff.”

      At another time, she would have appreciated the pastry reference, but her mind was too distracted to notice. This was proof—though very vague—that Sid had consorted with the man in the trench coat on more than one occasion. The question remained though, was he The Swede, or was that someone else?

      She knew she needed to get to Peter with this information, but she also didn’t want Ben to disappear, as he’d been known to do.

      “Will you stay?”

      He looked surprised. “Here?”

      “In North Bank. Just for a little bit?”

      He flashed her a smile. “I was invited to the wedding and I intend to be here until that happens.”

      Warmth rushed through her at his kind words. They bolstered her resolve and gave her courage.

      “Good,” she said with a wicked grin of her own. “Because I plan on getting married very soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Margot walked the now-familiar streets of Washington, D.C. with a feeling of anticipation. She’d convinced Anthony to convince Adam to see her again and she was waiting until the approved time. Traffic had been light, and she’d arrived in the city much more quickly than she’d expected, giving her time to walk off some of her nerves.

      With the addition of Ben’s information, she wanted more than anything to have a private conversation with Adam, but she knew that wasn’t possible. Was there a way that she could gain answers from him without having him give things away? Or would people just read into their ‘coded’ replies?

      Then another thought struck her, making her stop short in front of a cute red brick row house. What if the person responsible for all of this was part of the investigation? Or at least in the precinct where Adam was being held? Had she unknowingly interacted with him?

      She tried to think back to the man she’d now seen twice. While he’d been cloaked in a trench coat, there were a few things she did know. He was tall, thin as evidenced by the long arms and legs, and he potentially had brown hair. That detail wasn’t as solid in her mind since both times she’d seen him, he had worn a hat and she’d been afraid, but she remembered glancing a bit of brown scruff at the nape of his neck where the hat didn’t quite meet the collar of his jacket.

      It wasn’t much. In fact, it wasn’t much more than what they could make out from the videos. She made a mental note to examine the footage again just to be certain. She only hoped that either Peter or Les or Anthony—anyone, really—would come up with a break in the case. Otherwise, it looked like Adam would be found guilty. Then she thought of the detective on the case. Perhaps she could speak with him?

      Checking the time, Margot decided to throw caution to the wind and headed to the precinct early. When she arrived, she asked for Detective Karlsson at the front desk and was told he was down in the records room but would be back soon. The woman showed Margot to the chair by his desk, but instead of sitting down, she paced back and forth. Her gaze traveled to the papers strewn over the desk. Then she caught sight of a yellow legal pad where neat, uniform script filled the pages. He had the best penmanship of any man she knew.

      When she finally heard footsteps behind her, she turned to see the lanky detective eyeing her with a mixture of wariness and curiosity.

      “Missus Durand,” he said, “how can I help you?”

      “I was wondering if I could have a few moments of your time?”

      He reached over and rubbed his upper arm for a moment, as if it pained him, the action causing her to think he did it often, and then he nodded. He indicated the chair and she sat down.

      “I’m assuming this is about your fiancé’s case.”

      “Naturally,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “I was wondering if there is anything more you can tell me about the case.”

      “Once having a husband for a detective, you must know that I can’t discuss an active investigation.”

      Her mouth went dry at his casual mention of Julian. Though not by name, it showed her that he’d done his homework. He was conveying that he knew all about Adam and those in his life.

      “I know that,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “but if you can’t share anything, then maybe you can listen.” His eyebrows rose, and she took it as an invitation to continue. “Adam Eastwood is a good, no, excellent detective. Look at his arrest rate. Talk to his superiors and those he’s worked with. They will all tell you that he does things by the book and he does them well.”

      Karlsson snorted as if something she’d said was funny. “I would hardly say killing a man is ‘by the book’.”

      This took Margot back, but she steeled her features. “You mean allegedly killing a man.”

      He shrugged his acceptance of her statement.

      “He didn’t do it, Detective. And I plan to prove that.” She slammed her mouth shut, knowing she’d gone too far that time.

      Karlsson leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. He looked at her as if he were talking to a child, condescension lacing his sharp features.

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that and I’m also going to assume you know what I’ll say next. And yet, I’m still going to say it. You are not to interfere with this case.”

      “I’d never—”

      “If I so much as smell you looking into this, I’ll have you arrested for obstruction of justice.”

      She swallowed.

      “I can see that you care for Mister Eastwood, but unfortunately, care will get you nowhere in a court of law. Nor should it. Adam will pay for the crimes he’s committed. I promise you that.”

      Everything inside of Margot bubbled with hot fury but she resisted saying anything, swallowing down the need to respond and replacing it with a calm nod. Only she knew that it didn’t mean agreement with Karlsson. She’d never agree to sit back while he attempted to crucify her fiancé without true proof.

      “Thank you for your time,” she said, standing abruptly. “Good day.”

      She turned and went to the area where she’d be able to meet with Adam, but when she arrived there, she realized that Detective Karlsson had followed her.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be seeing Mister Eastwood today.”

      Margot’s mouth opened to protest, but the cold glint in the detective’s eyes told her not to argue with him for fear it would push him even further than he already was.

      “I see.” She looked at the startled-looking desk clerk then back to Karlsson. “I’ll come another time then.”

      Before he could forbid even that, she spun on her heel and walked out of the station. This hadn’t been the trip to D.C. she’d expected. Not in the least.
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      “Adam will pay for the crimes he’s committed. I promise you that.”

      Margot replayed Detective Karlsson’s words in her mind all the way back to North Bank. He’d seemed so adamant about the fact that Adam was guilty. And his word choice also bothered her. Crimes? Didn’t he mean crime? Was there some history there that she didn’t know?

      When she reached North Bank, she was just turning onto the main thoroughfare when she had the urge to go to the police station. She knew it was foolish and that if Chief Hartland saw her, he’d likely kick her out without so much as a hello. But she had to try and see Peter and Les.

      Finding a parking spot close to the station, she locked the car and made her way up the steps. Once inside, she was asked to wait. Soon, Les came out and beckoned her back. He and Peter had taken over one of the conference rooms to plot out the case for Sid’s death, but the boards had all been turned around when she came in. She didn’t feel insulted, just a little frustrated. Didn’t they know she was only trying to help the man she loved? Shouldn’t they want to use all their resources?

      Then again, it wasn’t like she was a licensed private investigator. Even if she had been, there was likely no way they’d let her in on any specific information. It was moments like this that she almost wished she’d become a police officer rather than a baker. The thought was enough to make her cringe and she knew she didn’t really mean it, but her mind did wander into the land of ‘what if’ on occasion.

      “What can I do for you, Margot?” Les said.

      She observed him for a moment. His arms were crossed and he looked frustrated. She hoped that her visit wasn’t the cause for this.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she began.

      He dropped his arms and waved a hand in the air. “It’s all right. I’m just frustrated—with the case, not you.” His last phrase helped to ease her worry.

      “Anything you can tell me about what has you so upset?”

      He considered this. “What I can say is that the D.C. police, specifically the detective assigned to the case, are not being very helpful or forthcoming.”

      “I can imagine.”

      He looked up from a paper he was shuffling under a few others. “Why do you say it like that?”

      She wondered if she should keep her encounter with Detective Karlsson to herself, if telling Les would only add to his frustration, but perhaps something would be pertinent to the case.

      “I’m just coming back from talking with him, actually.”

      “What?”

      She recounted what had happened, ending with, “He then wouldn’t let me see Adam. It was all very frustrating.”

      “You can say that again.” Les had a far-off look in his eyes.

      Then, on a whim since she hadn’t been able to ask Anthony or even try to ask Adam, she told Les about her conversation with Ben.

      “He came to talk to you?”

      “He said he was coming for the wedding, just early, but I’m positive his father called him in to help. He did mention a name that I wanted to run by you.”

      Les was all ears. “What?”

      “The Swede. Ben said that he’d done business with Sid Lawrence and one time they were meeting, Lawrence had mentioned that name in conjunction with a smuggling ring out of D.C. I think that it could be involved with Adam’s past.”

      Les nodded sagely. “I’ve been having Peter work that angle concurrently as I work the Lawrence case. We’ve both hit a few dead ends. Namely that we can’t find any crime syndicate connection—on record—for Sid, and the other being that there is absolutely no other physical evidence except that of Adam on the boat.”

      Margot was shocked that Les was telling her this, but she didn’t stop him. Anything else she could learn from him would be helpful.

      “Have you talked to him?”

      “It took way more effort than I would have liked, but yes. We did get to interrogate—” He cringed at the formal word. “—Adam about what had happened.”

      “What did he say?”

      Les cringed again. This was definitely in territory that he shouldn’t be in. He bit his lip and looked around. No one was paying them any specific attention, especially since it wasn’t unheard of for Margot to come in to the precinct every once in a while to see Adam.

      “I’m only going to tell you this because I’m positive that Adam would have told you the same thing if you’d been allowed to see him.”

      She tried not to look too eager.

      “When we questioned him about what had happened the night of Sid’s death, he said that he never left on the boat.”

      Margot’s eye widened. “Not at all?”

      “Well, he said he was on the boat with the two men, which explains his fingerprints being at the crime scene, but he said he got off and Sid and the other man, whom he said wore a face mask and never spoke, left on the boat without him.”

      “Didn’t he wonder who the person was?”

      “Sid said that the man wanted to remain anonymous, hence the disguise, and that he was there to ensure his boss that Adam could be inducted into the next level of the ring.”

      Margot digested this information. So the masked man—invariably the same one who had been tormenting her—had been on the boat with Adam and then left with Sid after ensuring that Adam’s fingerprint evidence was everywhere.

      “Where did Adam say he went next?”

      “This is where things get…rocky.”

      She didn’t even want to ask what that meant. “What happened?” she asked, trying to look brave.

      “He said the three of them had drinks on the boat—”

      “A man wearing mask had drinks?”

      “Sorry, no. Sid and Adam had a drink. I know, I thought it sounded awkward too. But when Adam got off the boat, he said he felt tipsy, like he’d had more than one drink.”

      “He was drugged?”

      “He didn’t think that at first. Just went to a friend’s boat down at the marina.”

      “Ken Lasson?”

      Les looked surprised. “How’d you know?”

      “He was actually Julian’s friend and— It’s a long story, but we sometimes go down to the marina to visit him.”

      “Yes, well, in a stroke of bad luck, Ken wasn’t there, but Adam crashed on the boat anyway.”

      “Let me guess. No cameras caught him doing that, did they?”

      “None. He’s got no credible alibi.”

      “He had no idea what happened then.”

      “None.” Les shrugged. “It’s the perfect setup.”

      “There’s a hole. There has to be.” Margot knew that she sounded like she was trying to convince herself, and maybe she was. Either way, she wasn’t going to give up on Adam.

      “We’re trying our best,” he said, meeting Margot’s gaze with a steady one of his own.

      “I know you are. And thanks for talking with me.”

      He nodded, and she left the station, the warmth of the sun and the oppressive force of the humidity hitting her the minute she stepped out the front door. She felt desperate for any type of clue to something—or someone. At this point, she’d take anything.

      Sighing, she turned toward her car. Pulling her keys from her pocket, she gasped when she stepped around to the driver’s side. Her window had been smashed and a knife was driven into the headrest of the driver’s seat, a note dangling beneath its shiny, silver blade.

      Without moving anything, Margot reached out with a pen from her purse to pull the note up so she could read it. The moment the typed, bold font was readable, her blood ran cold.

      Give up, or you’ll end up like Sid.
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        * * *

      

      “Margot, I’m beginning to think you need to go on a vacation or something.” Danielle had her arm around Margot’s shoulder’s as the policemen assessed the crime scene that was her car window.

      “Not until I can do so for my honeymoon—with Adam.”

      “Oh, of course.” The woman gently squeezed Margot’s shoulders and then released her hold. Thankfully, she and Peter had been coming back from dinner and came upon Margot, still in shock, looking at her broken car window.

      Peter had jumped into action, but Margot’s mind had still reeled from the note she’d read. It was a clear threat against her, but from whom? And how did they know she was working on the case? Then again, that hadn’t stopped them from following her, trashing her house, and now breaking her car window.

      “I’m just not sure what they hoped to accomplish. Did whoever did this really think I’d just step back from the case and let it go? My fiancé is being falsely accused. I can’t just let that happen.” Her voice rose with each new statement and she felt flustered. Taking a deep, calming breath, she looked over at Danielle with an apologetic look. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be! You’ve got every right to be frustrated or frantic or whatever else you need to be!”

      “Thank you,” she said, letting out a laugh.

      “It looks like they’ll be at this for a while. Want to get something to eat? Or you can come over to our hotel room and we could watch something? Get our minds off of this for a while. We could even talk wedding stuff,” she added with a grin.

      “Actually, now that you mention it…” Margot searched the crowd of officers and found Peter. “I’m wondering if Peter can get me access to view something.”

      “It’s case related, isn’t it?”

      “Sorry,” was all Margot could manage.

      Danielle offered her a genuine smile. “It’s all right. I understand it—believe me.”

      Margot did, knowing some of Danielle’s slightly secretive past, which meant her understanding held even more weight.

      “Let’s go talk to him.”

      When Margot asked to see the footage of the three men at the marina, Peter agreed immediately then cringed. He explained that, if he could make it work, he would happily let her see it again. She mentioned that Chief Hartland usually had left the office by this time, which only made Peter’s grin widen.

      Twenty minutes later, Margot sat in front of a television screen ready to watch the footage she’d seen once before—the footage from the email and the extra she’d seen later. She hoped that she’d be able to see something different this time. Anything that might clue her in to who the mysterious man was.

      Peter walked back into the room after ensuring that no one was going to bother them in the viewing room. He had a grim look on his face and her heart leapt to one conclusion after another. Had the chief still been there? Did he know about her wanting to view the footage and denied Peter from showing her?

      “Margot, I have something I need to discuss with you before you view the footage.”

      Margot sighed. At least he wasn’t going to stop her from watching the tape again. “What is it?” she asked, turning her chair to face him.

      “Do you know why someone would be following you? Or why they would have left the note in your car the way they did?”

      She blinked. The incident had been frightening, but the thing that scared Margot more was Adam being framed for something he didn’t do. If that meant she ruffled a few feathers, then so be it. She told Peter as much and his expression only darkened.

      “Margot, it’s not like you can just ignore these threats.”

      “What would you have me do?” she asked incredulously. “Give in? Go hide in my house? The same house that someone trashed.”

      “I know that you aren’t afraid. I admire you for that, actually, but I do think you need to consider yourself in all of this.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, it’s obvious someone is going to great lengths to punish Adam for something he did. I would assume you are in the crosshairs because you are Adam’s fiancée. That Adam cares for you is apparent and the easiest way for anyone to hurt him—even more than he already is by being falsely accused—would be through you.”

      She nodded slowly. “I see what you mean.” She’d considered that the terrorizing of her home and the fire and now her car were all linked, but she had chalked it up to her seeking to uncover the truth about Sid’s death, not to punish Adam. It had been said that maybe it was to worsen Adam’s stress, but ‘to punish’ sounded worse. These were subtle differences, but they mattered. “It’s more personal,” she said, more to herself than to Peter.

      “Exactly, and those types of crimes are the most dangerous. People will stop at nothing.”

      “I realize that,” she said, meeting Peter’s gaze. “And I appreciate you looking out for me like this. I promise you I’m not doing anything foolish.” At least not any more foolish than she’d done in the past. “But I can’t just walk away from finding the truth, especially if it could mean freeing Adam. My safety is nothing if Adam is locked up for a crime he didn’t commit.”

      Peter looked as if he wanted to disagree with her but finally nodded and looked toward the bank of screens.

      “Then I suppose we should get to work.”

      

      Peter joined her as she watched the footage go back and forth, leaning forward in her seat. Her neck would no doubt hurt in the morning, but she didn’t care. She was looking for anything that might give her a hint as to the identity of the man wearing the trench coat. Even the smallest of clues that whoever had reviewed the files might have missed.

      From her slightly foggy—or, in her case, smoky—memory, he looked to be the same height and build as the man she’d seen outside of their wedding venue. Then again, many men could fit that description. And there was nothing particularly distinguishing about the hat or the trench coat to make it stand out. How could she compare them?

      She leaned back in her chair. “Is this all the footage from the harbor?”

      “Yes,” Peter said then frowned. “At least, I think so.” He turned to the nearest computer and ran a search. “Okay, actually, there’s more of the same. It’s just a different angle.”

      “Could I see that?” she said, hopeful that it could uncover something she hadn’t seen on the part of the recording they’d been going through.

      “Yes, I’ll cue it up. But, Margot…” He turned to look at her. “It won’t show you faces or anything more like that. They’ve already tried running facial recognition and got nothing.”

      “It’s not that,” she said, offering a hopeful smile. “You never know when a different angle could give you something else.”

      He shrugged and typed in a few commands. “Ready when you are.”

      She turned toward the screen. This time, instead of seeing the back of the trench coat man and the profiles of Adam and Sid, she saw from the opposite side. By all accounts, it looked almost worse, which is likely why they hadn’t had the tape cued up for her to see. It still showed Adam and Sid, though from the other side of their profiles, and then the man in the trench coat.

      Because of the angle of the light, it was actually a worse shot of the man, his whole upper half covered in shadow with no hope of catching any detail of his face around the mask. Her hopes began to sink, thinking that this might end up being a waste of her time, but she allowed the tape to roll forward, looking at anything and everything.

      That was when she saw it. From the other view, it had looked like the trench coat man had moved his arm up for some reason and then he’d eventually dropped it to his side. It had looked like a normal movement, a gesture or possibly even reaching inside his coat for something, but from this angle, it looked very different.

      The trench coat man reached up and rubbed part of his arm for what felt like thirty seconds. Eventually, he dropped his arm by his side, but not before Margot associated the move with someone. Someone who wanted to make Adam pay. Someone who might very well be their murderer as well as a corrupt detective.
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      Showing up at Chief Hartland’s special BBQ dinner, the one he celebrated weekly with his wife and grown children, seemed like a good idea right up until the moment when she had to interrupt a captivating story he was telling the whole table. As eyes maneuvered away from the chief’s animated features to hers as she stood next to him, Margot felt the fear drop heavily into her stomach.

      But by that time, it was already too late and she was committed. Besides, what was ruining one family dinner over a lifetime—at least in Adam’s case?

      “Missus Durand,” the chief said, his eyes narrowing, “why do I get the feeling you aren’t here for barbeque?”

      She took in a deep breath, stealing a glance at Peter who looked equally intimidated, and then she looked back at the intimidating man with what she hoped was a bold gaze.

      “I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she said, glancing quickly around the table, “but I need to speak with you. It’s urgent.”

      He seemed to weigh her words, and she was sure the next thing he’d say is that it would have to wait until after dinner—at least—but then he turned back to the table.

      “I’ll be a few minutes. Carry on.” His wife looked worried and Margot flashed her a kind smile before following the chief to one of the overflow dining rooms that was currently empty. “There’d better be an excellent reason for this rude interruption, Margot.”

      “I’m so sorry, Chief,” she began, then Peter stepped up.

      “You’ve got to hear this, Chief.”

      “Right.” John Hartland looked unimpressed, but he turned his attention to Margot. “Well?”

      She conveyed what she’d found out about Ron Karlsson, realizing as she shared that she had far less evidence than she’d liked. Then again, she also knew that Dexter was looking into things on the electronic side as they spoke. She’d also asked to see the letter that Sid had supposedly written. To her untrained eye, the handwriting looked very similar to Karlsson’s, possibly disguised, but an analyst might be able to make a connection. The only problem was that that took time.

      “So you want me to what? Arrest a well-known D.C. detective without a lick of proof? Nothing doing, Margot. You know better than that.”

      “I realize that, but you have to consider the fact that he is in charge of the investigation against Adam,” she countered. “How is this going to play out?”

      “Look, I know that you want to save your fiancé. I don’t think Adam did it any more than you do, but I can’t do anything here. There is literally no evidence against him. Unless you can give me hard proof, my hands are tied.”

      Margot knew better. She should have known he wouldn’t be able to do anything. Perhaps coming to him had merely been a formality. “Right. Thank you, Chief.”

      He watched her walk away and she felt his stare burn into her back as she made a beeline to the restaurant door. Of course she needed proof. Her word about Karlsson’s unique movement certainly wouldn’t indicate guilt. But it did set her on a path.

      “What are you going to do, Margot?” Peter asked when they were outside.

      “Find proof,” she said, not turning around.

      “Margot, wait—” Peter chased after her. “Don’t be foolish. You can’t find evidence where there is none.”

      “There is always evidence,” Margot said. “We now know that the detective is involved. That’s more than we knew before.”

      “Right, but if this Karlsson fellow—”

      “What nationality do you think the name Karlsson is?”

      Her question took Peter by surprise. “What?”

      “Nationality. Karlsson. Do you think it’s…Swedish?”

      “I have no idea. Why?”

      “A hunch,” she said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Go back to your hotel and say hi to Danielle for me. You look like you could use some rest.” She softened her words.

      “You need the same amount of rest as I do.”

      “Yes. I’ll head home soon, I promise.”

      “Do you need a ride home?”

      “No, I’ll call a cab.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Let me drop you off. I’ve got the rental.”

      “Really, I’ll be fine. I’ve got a cabbie who owes me a favor.”

      He finally nodded in agreement. “Talk to you tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Or we conference call if Dexter finds something.”

      “Sounds good.” She watched as he jogged toward his car. He was likely eager to get back to the hotel to snatch a few hours of sleep before he’d have to be back at the office with Les going over more details of the case.

      Margot did need rest, but she needed to find out something first. Pulling out her cell phone, she did call her cabbie friend. It was a man named Art who often gave rides to the town’s senior residents. He was almost old enough to be living in the senior apartments himself, but he’d held on to as much mobility as he could.

      Margot had first run into the older man when he’d brought Bentley by the bakery. Rather than just dropping off the older man, he’d decided to come in. She’d gifted him a pastry and he’d been a long-time customer after that.

      It was wise to have a cab driver as a customer since they often recommended places to their passengers and Art was no exception. He’d brought so many customers to her shops doors that she’d stopped charging him a long time ago. Every time she did, he told her she had a free ride whenever she needed one.

      She was calling in the favor now.

      He showed up only ten minutes after she’d placed the order for a cab, his toothy grin widening against his tanned skin.

      “Miss Margot,” he said in his characteristic greeting. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see the day when you gave in and asked for a ride so I could return the favor for all those wonderful pastries you give me.” He looked genuinely excited about this and ran out of the car to open the door for her as if she were climbing into a limousine.

      “Thank you, Art,” she said, slipping into the back of the car.

      “Where to?”

      She was about to say home but changed her mind at the last second. “The senior apartments please.”

      “Going to see Bentley?” he asked, his grin visible in the rearview mirror.

      “Yes, I am actually.”

      He nodded and pulled away from the curb. They made polite small talk as he drove, but her phone chimed a new message, which made her ask for his forgiveness while she checked the message. It was from Anthony.

      

      Margot –

      I just got word that Karlsson is going to close the case on Adam soon. Just thought you should know.

      -A

      

      Margot’s stomach lurched, but she refused to give in to her fear. She knew for a fact that Adam was innocent and there was one way to prove it. Or, at least she hoped there was a way to prove it.

      “Here we are,” Art said, a few minutes later.

      She reached into her bag to pay him, but he held up his hand. “What did I say? You always have a free ride on me.”

      “You may regret that soon,” she said with a warm smile.

      “I doubt that.” He said good-bye and she waved him off. She suddenly had the thought that she should have asked him to stay around, unsure of how she would get home, but then she shook her head. She’d figure it out later.

      When she knocked on Bentley’s apartment door, she hoped that Ben would be there. She knew it would have been better for her to call, but she had a bad feeling about all of this, especially the possibility of her phone being tapped. Then again, if Karlsson could tap her phone, he could easily find her with GPS. She pushed those thoughts away as the door opened.

      “Margot,” Bentley said, stepping back to let her inside.  “What are you doing here?”

      She peered around him. “Is Ben here?”

      “Present and accounted for,” Ben said, coming from the kitchen with a towel over his shoulder.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      He cocked his head. “What is it, Margot?”

      Margot looked at Bentley then back to Ben. “Bentley, could I have a moment alone with your son?”

      “Sure,” he said good-naturedly.

      Ben frowned but Bentley slipped into his bedroom and Margot took a seat on one of the available chairs. Ben sat across from her.

      “I hate to do this. I really do,” she bit her lip. “But I’ve got to ask you more about what you told me regarding The Swede.”

      “All right,” he said, sounding hesitant.

      “I have reason to believe that he is the person behind framing Adam, and I also have reason to believe that he is actually a police detective in Washington, D.C. named Ron Karlsson.” Margot pulled up Karlsson’s photo on her phone from the D.C. website, holding it out to Ben.

      “Oh, Margot,” Ben said, the look on his face making her realize that her worst fears were likely going to be realized.

      “You knew, didn’t you?”

      Ben flinched as if her words had been a slap. “I’m so sorry.”
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      When the news finally broke about who Detective Karlsson really was, in charge of a large crime syndicate known only to those who purchased from him as ‘The Swede,’ Margot hoped that things would speed along with Adam’s indictment. At first, she’d thought she’d been wrong to hope for that outcome, but all it had taken was an extra day for everything to fall into place.

      Ben had admitted to knowing who Karlsson was after seeing his photo and, despite the fact it wasn’t public knowledge, he’d told Margot that the FBI were getting ready to move on the man soon.

      She’d been confused at first, but he’d explained that the FBI was trying to make a case against him. They had allowed him to frame Adam—something that had made her extremely mad in the moment—and would soon be using evidence to exonerate him.

      While she hadn’t left her meeting with Ben feeling particularly confident, she also hadn’t left feeling empty. Then, later that evening, she’d gotten the conference call with Peter, Danielle, and Dexter just like Peter had expected.

      Dexter had found some deeply hidden accounts linked to Karlsson and payments made as well as payment received from shady shell corporations. It was all Margot could do to keep from telling them about what Ben had said, but he’d made her promise not to say anything. He also had promised that she would get Adam back. She knew he couldn’t truly promise her that, but it had bolstered her confidence.

      Instead, she’d told Dexter that he needed to get the information to his FBI contacts. That alone was enough to make Peter suspicious, but she knew that Peter had taken personal time to work the case and he was not likely apprised of the true situation by his superiors.

      Now, though, waiting outside of the automotive body shop to get her car back, Margot was keenly aware of how close she was to seeing Adam again. He was going to be released even as a warrant was out for Karlsson’s arrest. It bothered Margot that he’d gotten away, and she wondered how he’d been tipped off to the changing of the tide where he was concerned. Was there a leak? But, beside all of that, she was excited to see Adam more than anything else and that was what mattered.

      “Say, uh,” a worker in a blue jumpsuit with a cap pulled low came up toward her. “Got a moment? We’ve got to show you something with your car we found while replacing the window.”

      Margot suppressed a groan. If it wasn’t bad enough she had to replace her windshield and headrest, now something else might be wrong? “Sure. Lead the way.”

      “Right over here.” He walked to the alleyway that led toward the back of the shop, though why he didn’t go through the front door, she had no idea.

      Her thoughts drifted to Adam and the fact that, once she had her car finished, she’d be ready to go up to D.C. to get him at any time. And it should be any day now—perhaps any minute!

      She was just about to step around the last corner when the worker stopped abruptly. He turned to face her and, before she knew what was happening, he knocked her in the temple with a tool he must have had on him.

      Searing pain flashed before her eyes before the world turned black.

      

      Margot awoke with a pounding in her head and the feeling of nausea in her stomach. Where was she? Why did her head feel like it had been clamped in a vice?

      Then the memories came back to her. The worker at the body shop. He’d hit her!

      Her eyes flew open and she took in the nearly empty warehouse she was in. Her hands were zip-tied behind her and her feet were individually zip-tied to the legs of the metal chair. Gasping in shock, she took in every detail.

      To one side, a wall of barrels stood tall, reaching almost up to the large windows, many of which were propped opened to take advantage of the cross breeze. Behind her there seemed to be a type of work table. Next to it was a table and a few chairs, with one missing, which she had to assume was the one she was tied up in.

      Then her eyes roamed to the ceiling. No cameras, at least none she could see. Hopefully that meant that no one was watching her remotely. If they were, then she’d have no hope of escape. But, if they weren’t, she would do everything in her power to get herself out of this mess.

      Now that she thought back to the supposed body shop worker, she chided herself for not noticing the height of the man. The way his blue jumpsuit had been ill fitting. How he’d avoided truly looking at her. And that he’d led her down the alleyway. When had she gotten so unobservant and foolish?

      Coming back to her senses, she moved around to see if her phone was still in her pocket. Of course it wasn’t, but she’d had to try.  She thought back to earlier in the day. Had she told anyone where she was going? Even still, would someone miss her if she didn’t arrive somewhere? But she had just marked off the day as a wedding planning day for herself to nail down last-minute details for the ceremony. She was to go over them with Danielle but not until tomorrow, and tomorrow could be too late.

      She was just thinking about her next step in making an escape when a door on the far end of the warehouse opened and a tall, lanky figure emerged. He wore the same hat and trench coat she’d seen him in at the fire and in the parking garage, but now she could see he’d omitted the mask.

      It was Karlsson.

      “Ah, so you’re back to the land of the living. For now.” His smile was something out of a scary movie, and she suppressed a shudder. At least this way she knew he didn’t have cameras on her or he’d have known she was awake.

      “Why are you doing this, Karlsson? What do you hope to gain by holding me here? You’re already a wanted man.”

      “You say that, but you don’t know the first thing about me—wanted or not.”

      “Then enlighten me, Mister Karlsson. Or should I say, The Swede?”

      He smiled again flashing white teeth. “You seem to know a lot and yet nothing at all. I will ask, though—how did you identify me in the marina footage? I’ve been over it many times and haven’t seen anything to give me away. A guess then?”

      “Not at all.” She considered giving away her realization or holding it in. In the end, any time spent talking was time that he was not executing his next moves, so she decided to humor him.

      “You gave yourself away, Mister Karlsson.”

      “Please, enlighten me.” He pulled a chair over, spun it around, and sat on it facing her.

      “It was the day I came to see Adam. First of all, you were overly adamant about bringing him to justice for his ‘crimes,’ plural. But really, more than that, while you were talking to me, you rubbed your arm in a very particular way. It struck me as odd. I assumed you’d either had an injury or perhaps it was a nervous tick. I didn’t think much of it until I re-watched the footage from a different angle.

      “The angle most popular to everyone didn’t show it, but when I looked through the other camera angle, even though your face was even more obscured, I saw the gesture. It was easy to put it all together after that. I’d seen your handwriting, which slightly matched the note Sid left, and you had the manpower to pull something like this off. Following me. Ransacking my house. Locking me in a burning building. Even kidnapping me now.”

      “No, that I did all on my own.” His smile seems reminiscent. “But, bravo. Nice bit of detective work there, Margot.”

      The way he said her name made shivers race up her spine, but she pressed down the desire to cringe. He wouldn’t get in her head. She wouldn’t let him.

      “But still…” He leaned forward on the chair, his eyes piercing hers. “You don’t know it all. You can’t.”

      Margot’s first response would have been to ask him to enlighten her, but she knew that if he did tell her things that would incriminate himself, there would be no way he’d let her out of this. Then again, had that ever been his plan?

      “Why do you want me?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He stood up abruptly, his chair flipping forward with a clatter. “Adam Eastwood. Cop. Friend. Betrayer.”

      Margot swallowed.

      “You see, I’ve known Adam a long time, though he’s never really known me. He’s always known The Swede and he’s heard of me as Ron Karlsson, up and coming detective in D.C., but he’s never known my true self. It’s my time as The Swede that cemented our friendship, or so I thought. He had proved his loyalty. He’d done things.” He smiled, and Margot assumed he didn’t realize that anything that looked like Adam was a dirty cop had been faked. “But even still, he wasn’t above the law.”

      Margot watched as the man paced, gesturing as he went.

      “I put some of my most trusted men in his alliance and paid for that mistake dearly. He betrayed all of us and come to find out, he’d been doing it the whole time. Well, no one stands up to The Swede like that.”

      “I don’t get it,” Margot said, before she could stop herself.

      “What, dear Margot, don’t you get?” He came to stand over her.

      “I don’t understand why you didn’t have a hit placed on him instead.” Even as she said the words, she felt their coldness rush through her, but she had to keep him talking. Had to keep him preoccupied.

      “He was too good for that. It had to be personal. Do unto others, you know the saying?”

      “Yes, it’s in the Bible.”

      “Exactly. I wanted to do what he’d done to me and my men. To put him behind bars. To make him feel helpless. To get at you.” He stopped here, his eyes on her. “And here you are.”

      He looked like he was going to say more, but when he didn’t, Margot released the breath she’d been holding.

      Then, abruptly, he spun around and walked toward the door. She was confused. Why was he leaving?

      “I’ll be back. Don’t worry, my dear Margot. I’ll be back soon.”

      The minute the door closed, Margot began to strategize her escape. He’d come back, but she promised herself she wouldn’t be here when he walked through those doors.
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      It took patience, cunning, and a whole lot of pain, but Margot was almost through the zip tie bonds that held her wrists together. She’d managed to scoot her chair all the way over to the table. When she saw that nothing was on it, she made her way to the work bench. At first, it had looked like a dead end, but then, after moving a few papers with her forehead and cheeks, she uncovered a pocket knife.

      After that, she’d worked tirelessly to get it from the table to the floor. Once on the floor, she’d tipped her chair over—the jolt had almost forced one arm from its socket—and then managed to find the knife with her hands. After several tries, she’d opened the knife and began the difficult task of sawing through the plastic without cutting herself.

      “One. More. Slice!” she said, holding her breath on the last one. “I’m free!” Her hands slipped apart, shooting pains coursing through her arms and up to her shoulders. She pushed aside the pain and went to work on the bonds at her ankles. Once they were free, she raced to the only door she’d seen.

      It was locked. Of course. Even though she was tied up, he’d still locked her in. It could have been in case any one came by looking to get into the warehouse. Either way, she needed another way out.

      She turned around, spinning in a slow circle. Her only other option was the windows nearly two stories up the side walls. She assessed the barrels. They seemed sturdy enough, especially if they were filled with something, but what would she do once she got up to the window? It would be far too high to jump.

      Frantic and knowing that she was wasting every moment that she didn’t do something, she raced back to the table. She tossed more papers aside and then fell to her knees where there were cardboard boxes. She ripped off the lid on one and found tools. They were unhelpful, nothing she could even use to break the lock, so she went for the second box.

      To her delight, she uncovered a large coil of rope. Her stomach nearly dropped at the reality of what she’d have to do, but in situations where your life was on the line, you considered things like dropping on a rope from a two-story window as an actual option if you wanted to live.

      Armed with a heavy wrench, the coil of rope, and whatever courage she could pull together, Margot began the ascent of the barrels. To her relief, they did seem to be filled with something which kept them relatively steady. Only once, nearing the top of the pile, did she find what seemed to be an almost empty barrel. It nearly toppled her to the ground, but she managed to grab hold of another barrel before falling.

      Finally at the top, Margot dared a peek outside of the window. From the view, she guessed they were somewhere in Anacostia. Another feeling of dread screamed through her. If it were possible that she’d make it down on the other side of the two-story warehouse, would she make it to somewhere that could help her? It wasn’t a good part of the neighborhood.

      Then again, anywhere was better than being trapped in a warehouse with a crazed smuggling ring leader out to get her. She’d take her chances on the street.

      She secured the rope around a bar that was part of the window casing. Still on the barrel side, she pulled with all her might. It didn’t budge. Would it continue not to move if she slipped out the window? It was time to test that theory.

      Praying that the rope and her courage would hold, she sat on the window, rope in hand. It was a long way down and she hadn’t really thought what she would do once she got to the bottom, but she was thankful to see from this new vantage point that there was another stack of barrels up the side of the building. It cut her descent by a quarter. Not much, but she’d take it. Then, after tossing the rope down, she gripped it between sweating hands and slid down.

      As soon as her full weight was on the rope, her descent began more quickly than she would have thought. Her palms burned, but she couldn’t stop and only gained speed. Then, with a louder-than-anticipated crash, she hit the top of the uppermost barrel. Her shins reverberated with the impact, but she’d made it more or less intact. Only her palms showed the most wear and tear with bright red blisters forming where the skin had been rubbed almost raw.

      Taking in a deep, thankful breath of air, Margot rushed to where she assumed the front of the compound would be and, with any luck, a fence she could scale without too much trouble, only to skid to a stop at the sight before her.

      Police cars were coursing down the street toward the warehouse, their lights shining red and blue but no sirens blaring. She assumed they were going to sneak up on the warehouse. Joy resounded in her chest, hot and bright, but she didn’t rush forward. Not yet. She would wait until they got there just in case Karlsson was somewhere nearby and would try and use her as a hostage.

      She watched in shocked surprise as two team members in what she assumed was SWAT gear rushed up to the gates and cut the chains that held them closed, then the cars swarmed in. They covered every area, and one came close to her hiding spot.

      Remaining still, she waited to see what would happen. The team approached the door out of her sight and soon she heard a boom that signaled they had knocked in the door. As they infiltrated the warehouse, Margot hoped they would find Karlsson but wasn’t sure if they would. Wouldn’t he have come out by now?

      Then she heard boots rushing toward where she stood and, with her hands held high, she stepped slowly out into the open.

      “Don’t shoot. I’m Margot Durand. A hostage.”
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        * * *

      

      Margot had almost forgotten how good it felt to have Adam’s arms around her. He seemed thinner to her, but he insisted that he was the same as he’d been when he left. She disagreed, her keen sense of details not missing the fact that his belt loop was cinched higher and his t-shirt hung more loosely about him, but she didn’t want to argue with him. Not now.

      “I am so glad you’re home.”

      They sat on the porch of Margot’s house enjoying the cooler evening breeze coming in off of the Potomac. Margot held Adam’s hand resting on the arm of his chair, and they both took leisurely sips of their iced tea.

      “Me too.”

      She looked over at him. “Are you all right knowing that Karlsson hasn’t been captured yet?”

      “No.” Adam frowned but softened his expression when he looked at her. “Yes and no, maybe? I’m not happy that he skipped town and I don’t like the thought that he did it because someone on the force tipped him off to our raid. It means there are still others out there that could do harm in the future. But, most importantly, I’m glad that you’re safe. I’d take you over finding Karlsson any day.”

      Margot smiled and squeezed his hand. She knew it was a blow to the force, but everyone was on the lookout for the former detective and she felt confident they’d find him soon.

      “Adam…” She turned to him again, the next question drawing from her compassion for his situation even as it warred with her own curiosity. “Can we talk about what happened?”

      Adam gave her a look and then let out a light sigh. “I knew you’d want to. I was just hoping for my first night back to be…relaxed.”

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she conceded, not wanting to make him talk if he didn’t want to.

      “Of course, we do.” He smiled over at her now, reassuring her. “I knew you’d want to talk about it. Selfishly, I think I wanted to forget it all but talking is better.”

      She waited, knowing that he would begin when he felt ready. It had been so overwhelming to be rescued by the SWAT team and then to come back to the North Bank station to be met with Adam as a free man once again. She’d broken down into tears of relief and, to her surprise, she’d seen them in Adam’s eyes as well.

      “I knew I was being framed,” he began. “I mean, of course I was. There was no way I would have killed anyone let alone done something so foolish as to use my own handcuffs and leave prints all over the location of the murder. I’m a detective for goodness sake.”

      Margot smiled. “So you’re saying that if you did kill someone, you’d leave no trace?”

      “You know what I mean,” he said, flashing her a good-natured smile. “But the worst part was being left in jail to think about all of this without any tried and true means of talking it out with anyone. Sure, Anthony came to visit a few times, but it’s not like our conversations weren’t recorded. And by that time, I think we both realized the only way this could have been pulled off was if it had been done inside the force.”

      “That’s so scary,” Margot said, shivering despite the warmth of the humid air.

      “I agree. But I didn’t know where to look and I couldn’t really do anything, so I didn’t. But I knew that you wouldn’t rest. You wouldn’t let me be charged with something I didn’t do.”

      Peter had filled Adam in on how Margot had finally made the connection to Karlsson and how, after the microscope was turned on him, there were signs of his duplicity everywhere, including a match for his handwriting to Sid’s note despite the fact he’d tried to disguise it. Sometimes all it took was an arrow in the right direction.

      “Once it was obvious Karlsson was the guilty party, they were able to expedite my release. I think someone higher up owed Anthony a favor and he pulled strings since he wanted me back for our wedding.”

      Adam’s smile warmed Margot’s heart. “I think you’re right. Is he…” She hesitated.

      “Coming to the wedding? Yes.” Adam offered a genuine smile at this. “I think he’s going to patch things up with my family.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      Adam turned to look out at the vista before them, lost in thought for some time before he spoke again. “I know that it must have been difficult with me in there. I heard from Anthony how you got into some trouble yourself—” He gave her a pointed look. “—but I wanted you to hear it from me that it wasn’t that I didn’t want you to visit me so much as I didn’t want more of a target being drawn on you.”

      “I hate to say it,” she interrupted, “but that happened regardless of me visiting or not. I’m sure it was part of Karlsson’s plan to harm me in order to hurt you more. But I understand what you’re saying. I was busy planning our wedding and freeing you so…” She grinned at him and he laughed. “But, in all seriousness, I want you to know that I will not let my care for you stop me just because danger is involved. If you don’t already know that about me, then maybe we should rethink getting married.”

      Adam sat up straighter at this. She knew that he understood this about her, but she had to make sure he heard it from her. He reached out and took her other hand in his, facing her as his hazel eyes poured into hers.

      “Margot Durand. I love you more than words can say and, while I’d prefer to keep you from all harm for the rest of our lives, I promise you something else. Something different.”

      “Go on,” she said when he paused.

      “I promise to be there beside you through it all. To love you even when you scare me with your bravery. And I will try my best not to let my own worries cloud my judgement where you are involved.”

      “So, in other words, you’ll be my shining knight…but only when I want you to be?”

      He laughed outright and the look of happiness on his handsome features was enough to make Margot’s eyes fill with tears again.

      “No, I’ll always be your shining knight and I’ll always rescue you when I’m able, but I will never try and make you less than who you are.”

      Margot’s heart filled to the brim with the kind words of the man she was going to marry in just a few short days. He cared for her, but it was deeper than that. It was the type of love she’d always dreamed of. The type of love that enhanced who she was without diminishing anything in its wake. A beautiful, faithful love.

      “Thank you, Adam. I love you so much, and I can’t wait to be your wife.”

      They shared a sweet, perfect kiss as the breeze wrapped around them, rustling the leaves of the shade-giving trees. It was a moment in time without the threat of a criminal or the worry of a mystery waiting to be solved.

      For now, it was their perfect moment.
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      The decorations swayed above the space as the whoosh of the air conditioner blew chilled air over the guests. Gold, ivory, and black balloons decorated the edges of the room in tasteful groups of twos and threes, as delicate white flowers draped elegantly over the end chairs that lined the aisle.

      Margot felt a rush of butterflies in her stomach and rested a hand over the ivory gown she wore. This was it. Her wedding day. The day she had been waiting—fighting—for. It hardly felt real. Then again, the whispers throughout the senior complex, the extra guests that were made up of the over-sixty crowd, and the tables of homemade and store-bought items that filled the right side of the space were reminders enough.

      It wasn’t the way she’d pictured her wedding, but she was ready to say it was already better than what she could have created on her own. There was something to be said about a community coming together surrounding a common goal. The goal of Margot’s friends had been to put on the best wedding they knew how, and Margot could easily say they’d accomplished that.

      Up at the front, she saw Julia and Dexter sitting next to one another, her young son between them. Not far beyond them. she saw their creation. It was a stunning wedding cake worthy of the attention it was getting from the older generation flashing their flip phone cameras to point and shoot. It had three tiers alternating white, black, and white with expertly smooth fondant icing. Then, at the top of the cake where two small figures rested, a miniature Eiffel Tower stood proudly.

      It made Margot tear up, and she hadn’t even started down the aisle yet. It was like her past and present were coming together in perfect unity. And not only that, she had heard the story just that morning of how Dexter had proposed to Julia as they put the finishing touches on the cake. They hadn’t announced it yet, not wanting to supersede Adam and Margot’s big day, but Margot couldn’t have been happier for them. It would be her turn to repay them the favor of a wedding cake.

      Next to them, she saw Danielle and Peter, his arm protectively around the back of her chair. And then next to him, in an odd twist of criminal and FBI agent, sat Ben Anderson. Rosie Mae completed the row and Margot felt the tears start to skip down her cheeks. These people were her family.

      One of the residents, a long-time piano teacher, began the wedding processional and Margot slipped her hand through Bentley’s arm. He’d agreed to walk her down the aisle with tears in his eyes, and even now, his eyes looked a little misty.

      “You are a beautiful bride, my dear Margot!”

      “Thank you, Bentley. For walking me down the aisle and for helping me pull off this.” She gestured with her white rose bouquet to the senior center.

      “It was nothing. When everyone heard what happened at your venue, you couldn’t stop people from volunteering. We had to start making things up so people wouldn’t feel left out.”

      Margot could imagine this. Everyone in the senior community in North Bank seemed to have a hand in the wedding.

      As they walked toward the front together, rows upon rows of their friends standing to watch her walk past, Margot couldn’t help the stream of happy tears as they coursed down her cheeks. To think that she’d been given a second chance at love was a miracle in and of itself, but to celebrate it here, with those that she loved so much, was even better.

      Then her eyes met Adam’s and she felt the familiar zing of everything course through her. Attraction to his handsome, familiar features. Happiness at seeing him whole and alive, standing there waiting for her. Excitement for their new life together. And most of all, love. So much love for the man whose last name she would take and who she would vow to love for the rest of her life.

      As the ceremony progressed, Margot and Adam pledged their love and commitment to one another. The pastor officiating the ceremony even added in a ‘mystery clause’ as he called it, saying that they would pledge to work mysteries together. They both laughed, knowing that it was likely Dexter and Julia’s contribution to the day that he’d added that.

      Then finally, he turned to Adam and said, “You may kiss your bride.”

      Margot had kissed Adam many times before, but this kiss—a holy kiss in front of all those who loved and cared about them—sealed their vows. It assured that they had committed to one another.

      When his lips finally left hers, a cheer resounded through the hall and Adam threw up a fist saying “Yes!” Everyone laughed, and they started back down the aisle to congratulations and the snapping of many camera shutters.

      The reception, held in the same space as the ceremony, proved to be just as joyous. Adam and Margot made the rounds to groups of their friends, thanking them for their help and for their attendance. When they came to Chief Hartland, he pulled them aside.

      “I hate to even bring this up on your wedding day of all times,” he said, looking at Adam with chagrin, “but I thought you might want to know.”

      “Know what?” Adam asked.

      “They caught Karlsson early this morning trying to leave the country. He even had the gun he used to kill Sid on him. Now that was a slice of luck. He’s behind bars, right where he belongs.”

      Adam gave another “yes” and Margot had to laugh. “I can’t tell if you’re more excited about that or our wedding?”

      “Thanks for this news, Chief.” Adam shot Margot a look. “I greatly appreciate it, but can you excuse us a moment, though?”

      “Of course,” he said, regaining his spot at the standing table where many of the officers had congregated.

      “I was only teasing,” Margot said as Adam pulled her to the side of the building partially hidden behind a swaying clump of balloons.

      “I don’t want you to ever think that I would be more interested in a case than you, my lovely wife.” He accented the word wife with a roguish grin.

      “Good. That’s exactly what I want to hear.”

      He kissed her soundly, erasing any doubts she could have ever had about his affection for her, and then stood back. “You know I meant what I said up there.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I’m with you not only in sickness and in health, but in solving mysteries and laundry and yardwork and—”

      “I think I get the point,” she said, grinning.

      “All of it, Margie. You and me, together.”

      “Forever.” She pressed her lips to his again.

      In that moment, she felt happier than she had in a long time. She’d love her late husband Julian forever and would never forget him, but he was her past as Adam was her future. They had weathered so much together already. Cases in the mountains, across the country, and even on a cruise ship, but through it all, he had shown her nothing but love and care.

      Who knew what the future would bring, likely more mystery and intrigue, but they would face it and any other challenges head-on, together.
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      Thanks for reading Murder and Matrimony. I hope you enjoyed all the stories in this series and I look forward to sharing more stories with a new cast of characters very soon. If you could take a few minutes and leave a review for me, that would be really appreciated.

      

      The next series, which I think you will really like, is called the Hearts Grove Cozy Mysteries. The first book is called Heirlooms and Homicide and you can get it now on Amazon.

      
        
        Get Heirlooms and Homicide here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07NCHSYVM/

      

      

      

      If you would like to know about future cozy mysteries by me and the other authors at Fairfield Publishing, make sure to sign up for our Cozy Mystery Newsletter. We will send you our FREE Cozy Mystery Starter Library just for signing up. All the details are on the next page.
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      Make sure you sign up for the Fairfield Cozy Mystery Newsletter so you can keep up with our latest releases. When you sign up, we will send you our FREE Cozy Mystery Starter Library!
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