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      “What’s your day look like?”

      Mackenzie Santos Caine turned and smiled at her husband. After a little more than a year of marriage, she still found it hard to believe. But then, anyone with a modicum of sanity would have a hard time believing all she’d been through the last couple of years and that was saying a lot for a cop. She believed it only because she’d live through it, even if a couple of times it had been by the skin of her teeth.

      Literally and figuratively.

      All of which paled at the sight of Jackson standing the doorway, a towel slung low across his hips. Skin still damp from his shower, he smiled and stepped inside the bedroom. For a moment, Mac considered locking the bedroom door, with their phones on the other side of the door and taking him back to bed. She’d much prefer that to what the day held.

      Before the idea could take hold, she shook her head and sobered. The day was going to be hard enough to get through without thinking about could haves and should haves.

      “I’ve got court this morning.” She turned back to her closet and reached inside, her right hand closing over the uniform carefully tucked away in a garment bag. “Not exactly the way I wanted to start the day.”

      And wouldn’t that be fun? Even though she hadn’t personally worked the case, the Assistant DA insisted she testify. When she reminded him how tenuous her connection to the investigation was, he said he needed her to take the stand. The defense attorney had a reputation for successfully calling into question how the police conducted the investigation She supervised the detectives in charge of the case. She signed off on all their reports and could vouch for their expertise and reliability. More than that, he planned on using her reputation as an honest and well-respected cop to bolster the testimony of the detectives. Then he reminded her she’d dealt with the defendant before. So she knew how important it was to finally make sure he spent time behind bars, hopefully a very long time.

      That, more than anything, convinced her not to fight the subpoena. If the system had done its job the first four times Ray Pence appeared before a judge, he’d be sitting in prison right now. Instead, despite strong cases against him, he’d been let off with little more than slaps on the wrist. The judges he’d appeared before believed the baby-faced young man when he promised to follow the rules, swearing he’d been rehabilitated since his last court appearance.

      Because the judges hadn’t followed recommendations from the DA’s Office and hadn’t listened to cops like her, Pence continued to use the streets of Dallas as his personal hunting ground. Over the course of the last year, he raped and killed three women, perhaps more. They left behind friends and families that would never fully recover from the loss. And why? Because the judges hadn’t had the balls to do their jobs.

      Fighting down her anger, Mac unzipped the garment bag and withdrew her dress uniform. For a moment, as she laid it out on the bed, her eyes lingered on her captain’s bars. A pang of loss tightened her throat. She’d worn those bars for a year now and this was the first time she’d had to wear them at a fellow officer’s funeral. She should count herself lucky, but she couldn’t. Not when they reminded her how she’d gotten them.

      Fourteen months ago, she lost her own captain. But then Michael King had been more than just her captain. He’d been her mentor and her friend. He had been the one to recognize the changes coming over her after she’d been attacked and left for dead one night. He helped keep her sane when she realized monsters really did walk the streets—and she was now one of them. Not long after that, she joined the pride, and swore allegiance to him as her alpha, trusting him to help her accept and adjust to her new life.

      Then, suddenly, he was gone, killed in an ambush along with two other members of DPD. Now she sat in King’s chair as captain of the revamped Crimes against Persons Division and every day she swore to honor him and all he taught her.

      “Then I have Frank Malone’s funeral this afternoon,” she continued.

      Jackson nodded, his expression serious. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      Mac started to shake her head and then stopped. Jackson understood the demands of command, sometimes better than she did. More than that, he understood when she needed him and today was most definitely one of those times.

      “Thanks. I’d appreciate it.”

      She’d been fortunate since pinning on her captain’s bars. Not one of her officers had fallen in the line of duty. In fact, none had been seriously injured. She said a prayer of thanks for that every day. But that didn’t make Malone’s death any easier to accept. He died after a drunk driver hit his motorcycle on Malone’s day off. She was relieved she didn’t have to live with the knowledge he’d lost his life carrying out orders she gave or was ultimately responsible for. But that didn’t take away the pain of knowing he left behind a wife and three young children.

      She cleared her throat and tried to clear her mind. The image of Missy Malone’s stricken expression when she opened the front door to the small house they’d moved into less than two years earlier said it all. She knew, as any cop’s spouse would, that the sight of his CO, his partner and the department chaplain meant bad news. When Mac told her what happened, the tears came. Never would Mac forget the pain and anguish in the young woman’s face. All she could do was make sure the man responsible served every day of his sentence. If that meant attending every parole hearing, Mac would be there. She owed it to Malone and to his family.

      DPD looked after its own.

      “Are you sure it won’t screw up your day?”

      Jackson shook his head. “All I’ve got are some meetings. Nothing important.”

      His shrug told her different, but she knew better than to argue. Instead, she turned her attention to dressing. As she did, she smiled slightly. Wearing her dress uniform to court would earn her more than a few digs from the defense attorney. Was she trying to sway the jury? What was she trying to prove? Didn’t she normally wear civilian clothes to work? It would be interesting to see how the jury reacted when she explained she wore the uniform because she would be leaving the courthouse to go directly to Officer Malone’s funeral. Even now, she could hear Laird Naylor objecting and asking for a mistrial. Not that the judge would grant it. After all, if Naylor ran true to form, he’d open the door to her response and that was on him.

      It might even be worth the aggravation of dealing with the man to see the judge finally slap him down. Naylor had been a pain in Mac’s ass since the first time she testified against one of his clients. This time would be no different.

      “Don’t forget your vest.”

      With her back to her husband, Mac rolled her eyes. She wasn’t going to be in the field that day. In fact, she hadn’t been in the field in almost to two weeks. That was the major downside to her promotion. She was a cop, damn it, not an administrator. At least that’s what she kept telling herself. Besides, court might be frustrating but it wasn’t dangerous. She didn’t need the Kevlar vest.

      “Jackson.”

      She turned and forgot her objection as he dropped his towel and stepped into a pair of boxer briefs. One of the best days of her life had been the day they met. Of course, she hadn’t realized it at the time. All she’d known then was he—or rather his jaguar-self—encroached on her territory. That night her jaguar let him know exactly what she thought about it, taking the fight to him. Later, fully human, she’d been drawn to him. Now they were married, and she still couldn’t believe her luck.

      Even if he did tend to be more than a little overprotective at times.

      “I’m not going to need it today.” She reached for her shirt and started to pull it on, stopping only when he shook his head, his expression determined.

      “Mac, I’ll remind you not only is it DPD policy for all uniformed officers to wear their vests but that you made it official when you took over CaP. I believe your exact words were no exceptions.”

      She ground her teeth and then nodded. He was right, damn it. Her first official day as captain of CaP, she reinforced the rule about vests. Now she was caught. Grumbling under her breath, she grabbed her Kevlar vest from where it rested on the top shelf of the closet and pulled it on over the thin tank she wore. Then she smiled as Jackson helped her settle in it place.

      “Thank you.” He lightly pressed his lips to the curve of her neck.

      She smiled and finished dressing. Then, she slid her service weapon into its tuck holster. Her back-up slid into an ankle holster. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need either of them in a hurry.

      “Do you want me to meet you at the church or at the office?” he asked as she reached for her cellphone and slid it into her inside jacket pocket.

      “Better plan on the church. I have a feeling I’ll be going there straight from the courthouse.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “I will.” She glanced at her watch. Six forty-five. “I’d better head down. Jael will be here any time.”

      “Take care that nothing happens to my cop today.”

      “Do the same where my financial advisor’s concerned.” She lifted her face to his kiss. “Let’s take time tonight to plan a long weekend away.”

      “Sounds good.” He brushed his lips against hers once again and then sighed as the doorbell rang. “Jael’s here.”

      “Talk to you later, love.”

      Mac grabbed her briefcase off the chair near the bedroom door and hurried downstairs. As she did, she checked her watch once again. Unless traffic was worse than usual, they had time to stop for coffee on the way to the office for the morning briefing before court. Even if traffic was bad, they’d take the time. Something told her she was going to need all the help she could get to make it through her testimony that morning. Past experience with Naylor taught her he had little, if any, respect for cops. He would do everything he could to discredit her and her testimony. Somehow, she needed to keep her temper in check while making sure the jury knew everything they needed to not only convict Naylor’s client but put him away for the rest of his miserable life.

      “You’re early,” Mac said as she opened the door.

      Instead of seeing her former training officer, Sergeant Jael Lindsay, on the doorstep, she found herself fact-to-face with a man about her height. He wore a non-descript uniform that might belong to any one of a dozen or more delivery services. He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. In fact, she could barely see his eyes for the visored cap he wore.

      “I’m sorry, Captain,” he said softly. “I don’t have a choice.”

      Mac’s brow furrowed. Sorry for what?

      Run! her jaguar ordered, sensing danger a split-second before Mac did.

      Mac’s purse and briefcase hit the floor with a thud. Her right hand moved toward her gun, pushing aside her jacket. As her fingers closed around the Glock 19, she stepped back and to the side, pulling her gun as she did.

      Too slow!

      Her focus narrowed to the gun in the man’s hand. It tracked her movement, never wavering. The hammer pulled back. Time slowed. Death waited. She had known it could happen one day, but she never thought it would be in her own home.

      No, not like this!
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      Jackson reached into his closet and pulled out black slacks and shirt. As he did, he considered how best to rearrange his day. Mac hadn’t been fooled when he told her attending Officer Malone’s funeral wouldn’t be a problem. It would be, but he didn’t care. He knew the day would be difficult for his wife. Malone might not have died on duty, but he had been part of Mac’s command. That made him “family”. If attending the service with her helped, he’d do so without a second thought.

      He stepped into his slacks and reached for his shirt. He slipped it on and then reached for his phone. As he slid a finger across the screen, he paused and cocked his head to one side, listening as the front door opened. Any moment, he’d hear Mac greet Jael. Then she’d call out that she was gone. At least two days a week for the last six months had started that way.

      So why did this one feel different?

      Telling himself to quit being foolish, he turned his attention to the calendar app on his phone. As he pulled up the day’s appointments, the silence of the house was shattered by the unmistakable sound of a shot. Three more followed in quick succession and the world screeched to a halt.

      “Mac!”

      She didn’t answer. Why didn’t she answer?

      His phone fell from his fingers, forgotten as he spun toward the door. His pulse thundered in his ears. His chest burned as he forgot how to breathe. Fear flashed through him only to be forced back as his jaguar pushed to the front of his brain. For the first time in years, it tried to force him to shift.

      Mate! it screamed and then roared in challenge.

      “Mackenzie!”

      He had to get to her. Nothing else mattered. He raced out of the bedroom, his bare feet silent on the hardwood floor. He moved fast, faster than a normal human. His jaguar added speed even as it pushed against his control. He fought the urge to shift even as he recognized the unmistakable smell of gunpowder hanging thick in the air.

      Cursing silently, he slid to a stop near the top of the stairs. Mac wouldn’t thank him for racing headlong into the middle of a firefight. But he had to get to her, make sure she was all right. Crouching, staying as close to the wall as he could, he peeked around the corner and down toward the front door.

      And his world came crashing to a halt.

      Mac should have been standing there, gun in hand or laughing at him for being spooked by one of the neighborhood kids shooting off firecrackers.

      Except she wasn’t.

      And it hadn’t been kids shooting off fireworks. It was worse, far worse.

      Fighting the urge to run haphazardly down the stairs, Jackson moved slowly, sniffing the air as he did. His jaguar roared again as he scented blood. Too much blood. Mac’s blood. Below that cloying aroma, it scented something else, someone they didn’t know.

      Someone the jaguar would remember.

      As he edged around the corner, Jackson cursed softly. The front door stood open. Through it, he saw a man running down the sidewalk toward the street. At the end of the walk, a white van waited. Roaring much as his jaguar had been, Jackson ran downstairs. He leapt over Mac’s still form. Part of him wanted to stop and see to her. Another part, that part driven by his jaguar, wanted to catch the man and make him pay for hurting their mate.

      In the distance, dogs barked a challenge. Neighbors appeared from their houses, looking around to see where the shots came from. He knew that even as he raced after the shooter. The man disappeared behind the van. A moment later, the engine revved. Tires squealed, smoke rising from the pavement as the van sped off. Jackson stopped at the curb, slamming a fist against his thigh. Then he turned and his world narrowed to the sight of Mac lying in the entryway, blood pooling around her.

      God, so much blood.

      Too much blood.

      He leapt up the steps to the front porch. As he did, he snarled as he imagined what she’d say if she saw him. She’d want him to be careful. He couldn’t mess up the crime scene. The techs might be able to learn something from it. To hell with all that. None of it mattered if it meant not helping her.

      He wasn’t about to lose her.

      He couldn’t lose her.

      Fear clawed at him as he dropped to his knees at her side. For a moment, he stared down at her, praying this was a nightmare he’d soon wake up from. Then he shook himself. This was all too real and if he didn’t do something to stop the bleeding, she’d die.

      Mac lay on her stomach, right arm extended. Her gun rested a few inches from her hand. Blood pooled underneath her. Swallowing hard, Jackson carefully rolled her onto her back. He inhaled sharply as he did. Blood soaked her left side as it poured from wounds in that shoulder and her neck.

      Not thinking, he threw back his head and let out a primal scream. Then he called for help. Surely, one of the neighbors who came outside after hearing the shots would realize something was horribly wrong. One of them had to come see what happened.

      Didn’t they?

      Not waiting to find out, he ripped off his shirt and tore it in half. His hands shook as he formed two compresses. His mouth firmed into a taut line as he pressed the material to her wounds. As he did, Mac moaned softly.

      It was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.

      She was alive.

      Now to keep her that way.

      “Shh, sweetheart. I’m here. Lie still.”

      Phone. He needed his phone. But his was upstairs. He remembered Mac holding hers. Where had she put it?

      Holding the compresses in place with one hand and a knee, he searched her pants pockets. His fingers fumbled as he unbuttoned her jacket. Carefully, he eased the jacket open. As he did, he forced himself to look to look for additional injuries. Then he reached inside the jacket’s inner pocket.

      He let out a relieved breath as his fingers closed around her phone. As they did, he tried to focus. First things first. Get help. Then he could check Mac for other injuries. Most of all, he needed to remember she still lived. She would stay that way. He wouldn’t accept any other option.

      Ignoring the blood on his hand, he swiped a finger across the cellphone’s display. Then he bit back a curse. It was locked. Shifting positions, he reached across Mac. Carefully, he pressed her right index finger against the scanner. He almost sobbed in relief when the phone unlocked. He reached down to once again apply pressure to her wound with his left hand while he called for help with the right.

      “911,” a woman’s voice said. “What’s your emergency?”

      “Officer down!” He forced down his panic. He had to give the 911 operator all the information he could. “This is Jackson Caine. My wife is Captain Mackenzie Santos, Crimes Against Persons. She’s been shot.”

      He rattled off the address and answered the operator’s questions the best he could. When she told him to stay on the line, he simply dropped the phone onto the floor at his side, leaving the line open. He couldn’t talk to her any more. He needed to help Mac.

      “C’mon, Mac. Hang on. Help’s coming.” He looked around for something, anything to replace his shirt as blood seeped through the now saturated material. But there was nothing, and he didn’t dare leave her long enough to find something else.

      Even as he focused on Mac, he heard footsteps running toward the front porch. Neighbors called to one another, asking what happened. Someone said he’d called the police. Someone else ordered children inside. There was trouble. They didn’t know what it was yet, just that something had happened.

      “Dear God!”

      Jackson looked up, his body tensing, ready to protect his wife from another attack. Then, recognizing their next-door neighbor, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I need something to stop the bleeding,” he rasped.

      The man glanced at Mac and then nodded. Jackson watched as he hurried in the direction of the kitchen. Then he closed his eyes and willed Mac to hang on. Help was on the way. All she had to do was hang on until it got there.

      A moment or a lifetime later, the sounds of someone else running up the steps to the house penetrated Jackson’s laser focus on his wife. He lifted his head, teeth bared. As he did, he pictured his jaguar sniffing the air. He inhaled and relaxed. Jael. Finally.

      Where the hell had she been?

      
        
        *   *.  *

      

      

      “Go straight to school from Mac’s,” Jael Lindsay said, glancing across the car to where her seventeen-year-old daughter sat in the passenger seat. “Your brother has football practice.”

      “I know,” Chelsea drawled. “I still don’t see why he couldn’t get a ride with one of his friends. That way I could meet the girls at the coffeeshop this morning.”

      “Chel, we’ve talked about this.” She glanced across the car and fought the urge to laugh at her daughter’s mulish look. It was an expression she knew well, one her own mother had seen often enough during Jael’s teenaged years.

      “It’s not fair, Mom.”

      “Life isn’t fair, Chelsea.”

      Almost every morning started with a variation of the same protest. Chelsea didn’t want to take her brother to school. Of course, her brother didn’t want her to. Sibling rivalry was alive and well in their household, at least until someone else decided to get involved. Then the two joined forces. Not that it kept Jael from wanting to knock their heads together on a regular basis.

      Instead of closing saying anything, Jael flipped on the turn indicator and slowed to turn right onto Mac’s street. At the same time, a white van sped around the corner, almost clipping her front bumper. For a moment, it looked like the van might overbalance. It seemed to teeter just on the edge before it steadied. Frowning, Jael checked for a plate. Her frown deepened. Not only did she see neither a front nor rear license plate, but the windows were tinted so darkly she couldn’t see inside.

      Mental alarm bells sounding, she sped down the block in the direction of Mac’s house. As she neared the cul-de-sac, she gripped the steering wheel even tighter. Something was wrong. There were too many people standing around, some in the street and others on the sidewalk and front lawns. They should be getting ready for work or getting kids off to school. Worse, they all seemed focused on Mac’s and Jackson’s house.

      Worried, she honked the horn, warning everyone to get out of her way. A moment later, the car rocked back and forth as she braked to a halt in the driveway. She left the engine running and grabbed her cellphone where it rested on the console between the front seats. Without thinking, she climbed out. Then, remembering she wasn’t alone, she leaned inside the driver’s side window.

      “Chel, Brandon, stay here. Don’t leave and don’t come inside until I give you the all clear. Understand?” Gone was the frustrated mother of a few moments before. In her place was the seasoned cop, one anticipating the worst even as she prayed for the best.

      “Mom?” fourteen-year-old Brandon questioned from the backseat.

      “Do as I say, Bran, please.” She turned her attention to Chelsea. Much as she hated what she was about to do, she wanted to make sure they could protect themselves. “Take this. Use it if you have to.” She pulled her backup piece from her ankle holster and handed it to her daughter.

      Mouth tight, worry darkening her expression, Chelsea nodded.

      “Be careful, Mom.” She took the gun and checked to make sure the safety was on. Then she climbed over the console and settled behind the steering wheel.

      Jael nodded and motioned for her to roll up the window. Then she pounded once on the rooftop, reminding them to lock the doors. Praying her instincts were wrong, she ran across the lawn toward the front porch. Without conscious thought, she pulled her primary weapon from her shoulder holster. With it in one hand, her cellphone in the other, she slowed as she neared the porch and the half dozen neighbors gathered around it.

      Without a word, she pushed past the first person. The others stepped aside. As they did, she clamped her mouth shut to keep from cursing long and hard. Mac lay motionless in the doorway. Jackson knelt next to her. Blood covered his hands and soaked his slacks as he bent over her. Another man, a neighbor Jael recognized, knelt opposite him. When the neighbor looked up, he shook his head and Jael’s breath hitched.

      “Jackson?” She slid her gun back into the shoulder holster and moved carefully to his side. As she did, she scanned the entryway, looking for something, anything to explain the scene before her.

      “Find out what’s taking the damned ambulance so long to get here!” He glanced up for a moment before turning his attention back to his wife.

      Jael nodded. She didn’t need him to say anything else. She saw it in his expression and in the tears pooling in his eyes. Mac was bleeding too much. Worse, she wasn’t healing.

      Oh, God, this was worse than she thought.

      “Dispatch, we have an officer down. I repeat, we have an officer down. Civilian witness on scene called in the 911. I need status on the bus.” She gave Dispatch the address and waited. Her mouth tightened as the dispatcher responded. Even running code, it would be at least ten minutes before the ambulance arrived. Without a word, she texted Chelsea, telling her to come to the porch but no further. Then she shoved her cellphone into her hip pocket and looked at Jackson. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head as he continued trying to staunch the bleeding from Mac’s wounds. “The doorbell rang. We thought it was you. She came down. There were shots. Three, maybe four of them. I found her here.”

      Jael nodded. There were other things she needed to know but not with civilians listening in. “Greg, isn’t it?” she asked the second man.

      “Yeah. I live next-door.”

      “Get some more towels. Hell, get anything we can use to stop the bleeding. Plastic wrap too. It should be under the kitchen sink. Then a blanket and something to put under her feet.”

      “I’m on it.” Moving so quickly she had no doubt he was glad to have something to do, he climbed to his feet and disappeared into the rear of the house.

      Jael waited, giving him time to get out of earshot. Then she turned her attention back to Jackson.

      “Jackson?”

      “She won’t stop bleeding.” His voice caught and fear filled his eyes.

      Jael knelt next to him and rested a hand on his arm. Worry gnawed at her and she forced it down. There would be time for it later, after they got Mac to the hospital. Until then, she needed to do whatever it took to keep the woman alive.

      “Jackson, look at me.” She waited until he looked at her with fear-filled eyes. “She needs help and I don’t think we can wait for an ambulance. Do you understand?”

      He nodded. As he did, what little color there had been in his face drained, leaving him as pale as a cadaver.

      “Oh God, Mom!” Chelsea gasped, followed almost immediately by a curse from Brandon that would, under other circumstances, have sent him to his room.

      Jael closed her eyes and fought the urge to curse even more imaginatively than her son. The last thing she wanted was for them to see this. Mac was a surrogate aunt to them and they loved her. They didn’t need to see her like this.

      Teeth clenched, Jael dug in Mac’s jacket pockets. A moment later, she tossed a set of keys to her daughter.

      “Chelsea, bring the SUV around front. Pull up as close to the porch as you can. I want it right next to the steps, hatch to the door. Don’t worry about the lawn or anything else. Understand?”

      “Mom?”

      “Chel, please. Just do it!” she snapped. Before she could apologize, Chelsea nodded and ran through the house. Soon the sound of the utility room door slamming shut filled the house. One down, one to go.

      “Jackson, we’re going to take Mac to the hospital. I need you to go upstairs. Put on a pair of clean pants. Leave those in your room. Then put on shoes and a shirt. Get your wallet, phone, keys and anything else you’re going to need. Bring a sheet or blanket as well. We’ll need it to move her to the SUV. Brandon, go with him. When you get back, we’ll take Mac to the hospital. We aren’t going to wait for the ambulance. Do you understand?” She kept her voice calm, her expression reassuring.

      Jackson nodded but didn’t move.

      “Jackson, here’s how we’re going to do it.” She put her hands over his, ignoring the blood that covered them. “Feel my hands?”

      He nodded again.

      “I want you to slowly move your hands out from under mine. I’ll keep pressure on the compresses. But you need to get your things so we can go.”

      He hesitated another moment. Then she heard him swallow hard. “All right.”

      “You’re doing great, Jackson.” She did her best to sound reassuring when all she really wanted to do was yell at him to hurry. “On three. One-two-three.”

      He slid his hands out from under hers and stood. For a moment, he looked down at Mac. Then he turned and started upstairs, moving slower than Jael wanted but at least he was moving.

      “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll take care of him.” With that Brandon hurried after Jackson.

      As they disappeared upstairs, Jael studied Mac. Blood continued to pool out from beneath the compresses at her neck and shoulder. All she knew for certain was the neck wound wasn’t as bad as it could be. If her carotid artery had been hit, she’d be dead. But she was losing too much blood and it was obvious the enhanced healing she enjoyed as a shapeshifter might not be enough to save her.

      “Damn it, I’m not giving up on you, Mackenzie,” she said softly.

      Much as Jackson had done earlier, she shifted so her knees kept pressure on woman’s wounds. Then she shrugged out her uniform jacket. Not taking time to unbutton her shirt, she simply ripped it open, sending buttons flying. She ignored the blood soaking into her uniform pants as she tore the shirt into four pieces. She tossed them over her shoulder and blew out a breath. Now came the hard part and she’d have to move quickly.

      Telling herself she had no other choice, she lifted Mac into a sitting position. Once she had, she moved quickly to remove the woman’s jacket. One part of her mind noted the solid feel of Mac’s Kevlar vest under her hands. Another noted the hole center mass in the back of Mac’s jacket. Fear almost choked her as she carefully eased her left hand across Mac’s back. She couldn’t hold back her sob of relief to find no wound there.

      Carefully, she eased Mac back to the floor. As she did, Mac’s injured arm moved. Blood spurted from underneath it. Jael shifted positions again, carefully easing her friend’s arm further away from her body. This time when she closed her eyes, it was in prayer.

      “Goddammit!”

      She had to work quickly. A third bullet had entered above the edge of Mac’s vest, under that arm. Jackson hadn’t realized it because he’d been focused on the wounds he could see. Hell, so had she. God, if they lost her because of such a foolish mistake….

      Where the hell was the neighbor with the supplies?

      “You listen to me, Mackenzie.” She bent, her lips close to the younger woman’s ear. As she did, she pressed part of her shirt to the newly discovered wound. “You hang on. Do you hear me? You hang on and fight. So help me God, if you don’t, I will find someone to raise you from the dead just so I can kill you myself. I swear I will.”

      “H-hurts,” Mac rasped.

      Jael sat back on her heels, surprised. Then she leaned forward. She rested a hand on Mac’s cheek, wanting her to know she wasn’t alone.

      “I know, kid. We’re going to get you to the hospital soon. I promise.”

      “Safe?” She turned her head toward the front door.

      “You’re safe, Mac. I promise.” She apologized as she applied more pressure to the compresses, trying to slow the bleeding. “Kid, what the hell happened?”

      “Doorbell rang. Thought it was you. Wasn’t. It was a man.” Mac drew a shuddering breath and closed her eyes. Sweat dotted her face. “Don’t remember.”

      “That’s okay, Mac. Lie still.”

      “Shift. N-need to shift.”

      Fear licked at Jael. She might not be a shapeshifter like Jackson and Mac, but she understood their instinctive need to shift into their animal forms when injured. Unfortunately, that was the last thing Mac needed to do just then. There were too many normals around, people who didn’t know what their neighbors were. Jael closed her eyes, praying she found the right words.

      “You can’t, Mac. Not now.” She spoke softly so none of those gathered outside could hear. “Too many eyes and ears close by.” Not to mention cellphones with their cameras and video capability.

      Mac opened her eyes and looked around. “J-Jackson?”

      “He’s fine. I promise.” She lightly brushed the hair from her friend’s brow. When she did, she frowned. Mac’s skin felt cool, almost clammy to the touch. She was going into shock. “You hang in there, Mac. Everything’s going to be all right. I promise.”

      She prayed she’d be able to keep that promise as Mac once again lost consciousness.

      “Here.”

      Gary dropped to his knees on the other side of Mac and shoved a pile of towels at Jael. The moment she took them, he shook out the blanket he carried and draped it over Mac, covering her from the waist down. Then he looked up, Jeal saw the worry reflected in his eyes as he waited for her to tell him what to do next. Hoping she was doing the right thing, Jael held a hand out for the plastic wrap.

      “When Jackson gets back, we’re going to transport Mac in her SUV if the ambulance isn’t here.” She waited until the neighbor nodded. “I need you to help me secure the compresses in place. Then I want you to hold here until the cops arrive. Tell them everything you can. Let them know I was on-scene and transported Mac and that Jackson is with me. Got that?”

      He nodded again. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure things are secured here. We all will.” He jerked his head in the direction of the porch where even more neighbors seemed to have gathered.

      “We’re going to have to lift her enough for me to apply new compresses. I’ll use the plastic wrap to hold the ones at her shoulder and side in place. Right now, make a roll from one of the towels. We’re going to use it like a cervical collar. It will stabilize her neck and, hopefully, help keep pressure on that wound.”

      “Just tell me when.” He bent and carefully slid his hands into place to lift Mac.

      Jael focused on the task at hand, doing her best to forget she was working to save the life of someone she cared for. Mac was more than a friend and fellow cop. She was family by choice. But she couldn’t think about that right now. She couldn’t let her fear distract her.

      Quickly, as surely as she had while still an active duty Marine, Jael worked to do everything she could to staunch the bleeding from the Mac’s wounds. As she did, she listened for the first sounds of sirens. An Officer Down call meant every cop able would be responding. But not fast enough. Not this time.

      “Mom, SUV’s in place,” Chelsea said from the front door.

      “Gary, go with her. Open the hatch and lower the back seats. We’ll put Mac back there. Chelsea, you and Jackson will ride in back with her. Brandon will be up front with me.”

      Without a word, the two hurried off to do as she instructed. As they did, Jackson and Brandon returned. Jael looked at her son, seeing the strain reflected around his eyes, the only sign he was upset. Wishing she should could take time to comfort him, she jerked her head in the direction of the front door. As he moved past her, he rested his hand briefly on her shoulder. That was all but it was enough to reassure her. He’d have some bad times about today, they all would, but he would be all right.

      She’d make sure of it.

      “Jackson, listen to me.” When he nodded, she continued. “She was conscious for a moment. She hurt and she wanted to shift.” She glanced around, making sure they couldn’t be overheard. “We aren’t going to wait for the ambulance. We’re going to take her now. You and Chelsea will ride with her. Keep her calm and don’t let her shift. Do you understand?”

      She waited, closely watching as he processed what she said—and didn’t say. Understanding dawned and he swallowed hard, once. Then he nodded and assured her he understood. Good. She trusted him to do as she said. He was Mac’s mate and the alpha of their pride. He could, she prayed, keep Mac from accidentally disclosing what was probably the biggest secret in the modern world.

      Knowing they didn’t have any time to waste, she quickly explained how they would carry Mac outside. Before that, however, she wanted to secure her friend’s arm to her side. The more stationary they could keep it, the less likelihood she would start to bleed even more than she was now. At least Jael hoped so.

      Silently, they eased Mac into a sitting position. Jael carefully slid Mac’s arm inside her shirt, sling-like. Using the plastic wrap, she secured the arm in place. Then she carefully placed the rolled towel around Mac’s neck and taped it so it wouldn’t loosen. Hopefully, that would be enough to keep Mac from bleeding out before they reached the hospital.

      “All right, Jackson, we’ll lift her on three. Keep her as flat as possible as we carry her out,” she said after they carefully slid a blanket under her.

      “Let’s do it.”

      She counted to three. Carefully, doing her best to match her movement to Jackson’s, she lifted the end of the blanket near Mac’s head while Jackson lifted the other end. As soon as they had her up, she gave Jackson a nod. Gary yelled for everyone to stay back as they stepped outside. Slowly, she and Jackson carried Mac down the steps to where Chelsea had parked the SUV.

      Tears burned her eyes as her children climbed into the back of the SUV. Their hands reached out, easing Mac inside and helping the others get her settled. Gary was there with several pillows. As soon as Jael climbed out, he placed them under Mac’s feet. Another neighbor pressed a clean blanket in Jael’s hands, telling her to use it to keep Mac warm.

      “Go,” Gary said as he reached up to close the hatch.

      “Uncle Jackson, she’s going to be all right,” Chelsea said at the same time.

      Jael nodded for Gary to close the hatch and raced around to the driver’s side. As she climbed in behind the steering wheel, she told Brandon to buckle up. A moment later, she activated the SUV’s lights and siren. They’d already wasted too much time.

      “Brandon, call Dr. Patek. Tell him we’re bringing Mac to Baylor. She took three gunshots at close range. She’s wounded at neck, side and shoulder. Tell him we aren’t waiting for transport.”

      “Just drive, Mom.” He took her cellphone and searched the contacts list for Patek’s number.

      “Hang on, everyone!”

      She slammed the transmission into gear. Dirt and grass spun high into the air as she sped off. She said a silent prayer to the gods of traffic to keep the roads clear ahead of them.
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      Lt. Patricia King entered the bullpen and looked around. Early as it was, most of the day shift had yet to arrive. They wore expressions that pretty much matched her own. To the rest of the city, this might be a normal day. But not for the squad and not for the rest of DPD. Today, they were burying one of their own. It didn’t matter that he died while off-duty. He was “family” and they would buy him with honors.

      Thinking about the funeral, Pat swallowed against the lump in her throat. As she did, the fingers of her right hand absently played with her wedding ring. Barely more than a year earlier, they’d laid her husband to rest. Malone’s death hit close to home, even if the circumstances were different. Shaking off her memories, she moved across the bullpen in the direction of her office. Crime didn’t stop just because they were laying one of their own to rest that afternoon. There were still cases to review and detectives to prep for court.

      All in a day’s work in a city the size of Dallas.

      She stepped inside the small office at the back of the bullpen and smiled ruefully. Even after all these months, she found it hard to believe this was her office and not Mac’s. With that office came responsibilities and she’d already lost enough time that morning because the baby decided to throw more cereal around the kitchen than he managed to eat.

      Pat tossed her purse onto a chair and set her briefcase on the floor next to the battered desk. As she straightened, her cellphone rang. The moment she saw Jael’s name and number, she frowned. Jael was supposed to drive Mac to work that morning. Not that Mac needed a driver – in fact, she usually resisted having one – but she had court that morning against an attorney who loved using cops as chew toys. Mac had decided to use the drive in to go over her notes one last time before taking the stand.

      “King,” she said, leaning against the edge of her desk.

      “It’s me.”

      Pat’s grip on the phone tightened. Tension and something else roughened the sergeant’s voice. Then Pat heard sirens and someone else—Brandon? But that didn’t make any sense—say something. Every instinct told her there was trouble. But what?

      Before Jael could respond, the radio on the corner of Pat’s desk came to life. Pat’s breath caught and her stomach dropped as the dispatcher’s voice filled the office. At the same time, the noise from the bullpen ratcheted up as chairs were shoved back and feet hit the floor, hard. Every cop dreaded an Officer Down call. Gods knows, she’d prayed never to hear it again.

      “You heard Dispatch!” Sergeant Kelsey called from the bullpen. “Gear up and stand ready for assignments!”

      Pat grabbed the edge of the desk, steadying herself and forcing down memories of Dispatch sending out Officer Down call the morning of the ambush that cost her husband and two other cops their lives. Without thinking, she switched the cellphone to speaker and dropped it onto the desktop. Then she began stripping out of her uniform jacket and shirt as she hurried across the office to the small closet.

      “Jael, talk to me.”

      As she pulled out a DPD polo shirt, she fought the urge to scream in denial. She didn’t need to hear Dispatch giving out Mac’s address to know who the fallen officer was. Jael wouldn’t be calling, and certainly wouldn’t sound so worried, had it been anyone else. The only question was if Mac lived.

      God, let her be alive.

      Pull it together, Pat. The squad needs you right now.

      She paused and then grabbed her Kevlar vest. Her hands moved automatically as she pulled it on over her thin tank top. Then she looked down at her dress uniform pants and shoes. Those had to go. She grabbed a DPD golf shirt, a pair of jeans and boots and turned away from the closet. Before doing anything else, she closed her office door, more so she could speak privately with Jael than for personal modesty.

      “Talk to me, Jael. What happened?”

      “Mac’s down, shot at the house,” Jael said. “We’re on the way to the hospital now.”

      Pat’s mouth firmed. She closed her eyes for a moment and said a quick prayer. In the background, she heard Chelsea reassuring Jackson that Mac was going to be all right. Brandon told someone to have a team ready for them. They were only a few minutes out. Then Jael told everyone to hang on a moment before tires squealed and a horn sounded. Jael cursed and then asked if everyone was all right.

      “Jael?”

      “Sorry, traffic’s a bitch and a bastard in a semi didn’t like the fact I cut in front of him.” The strain in her voice worried Pat because very little rattled the sergeant.

      “Mac’s condition?” Pat began changing clothes.

      “Bad.” More honking and a curse from someone who sounded very much like Brandon. Pat smiled slightly, despite her fear, knowing that at any other time, Jael would have read her son the riot act for using such language. “She took four shots at close range. Three shots hit her. Her vest stopped the fourth. She was bleeding badly enough I didn’t dare wait on an ambulance.”

      Pat swallowed hard. Jael hadn’t said much but it was enough to tell her all she needed to know. Not only was Mac badly injured, but she wasn’t healing. Otherwise, Jael never would have risked transporting her.

      Damn it. Was the nightmare starting all over again?

      She shook her head. She didn’t need to jump to conclusions, not before they had more information. This might have nothing to do with the circumstances surrounding Mike’s murder. It might have nothing to do with what they were and everything to do with the fact Mac was a cop.

      God, let it be that simple for a change. Please.

      “How far out are you?” Pat asked as she pulled on her boots.

      Cellphone to her ear, she stepped into the bullpen a few moments later. All around her, detectives stripped out of their uniform shirts and jackets. Some stood in tee shirts, looking as if they couldn’t figure out what to do next. Others pulled clean shirts from desk or filing cabinet drawers. Then, as if sensing her presence, they paused and all eyes turned to her. Their grim expressions told it all. They knew who the injured officer was. Even if they hadn’t recognized the address when it went out over the air, at least one of them would have made calls to find out who’d been shot. Now the detectives and uniformed officers under her command checked their weapons and waited. Pat motioned for them to hold their questions as Jael told her they were only minutes from the hospital.

      “I’ll meet you there. Keep me posted.” She ended the call and slid the cellphone into her hip pocket.

      She breathed deeply, striving for calm. A year ago, a similar call went out. Three of their DPD brothers had been ambushed downtown. All three died on the scene. Only a few knew that terrible day that one of the dead was her husband. They’d kept their relationship a secret and it hadn’t come out until after Mike’s funeral. How she managed to get through those first few days, Pat still didn’t know. It wasn’t until Mac returned home and was there to help that she began to function again. Now Mac had been ambushed. Worse, it had happened in Mac’s own home.

      Pat pushed down the memories and the grief. Then she shook herself, much as her cougar would do were she shifted. Shoulders back, spine straight, she stepped to the front of the bullpen. What she had to do next wouldn’t be easy, but she needed to be the one to confirm what they already suspected. Then she’d put them to work. They would find out who shot their captain and they would get her justice.

      She only hoped Mac lived to see it.

      The moment she turned to face everyone, she felt the change in the room. Night shift detectives and support personnel stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the those of the dayshift already there. Expressions grim, they waited. They might not know exactly what happened, but they knew it was bad. Worse, they knew who the injured officer was and they wanted blood, not that she blamed them.

      “Officer Murray, I need you to go to Captain Santos’ office. Ask Mrs. Duncan to join us. I know it’s early, but she will be there.” She was always in early those mornings, like today, when Mac had court. “Officer Talib, check the break room and the interview rooms. Anyone from the squad you find, send them here. The rest of you, hang on. Finish changing out of your dress blues. I want to do this just once.”

      With that, she returned to her office. She had calls to make, some of which she would give anything to let someone else do. But she couldn’t. Those, however, had to wait until she called Chief Culver. By now, Dispatch would have notified the Chief of Police, but she needed to let him know what little she could.

      Five minutes later, Pat once again stepped to the front of the bullpen. Detectives, uniforms and civilian employees from more than just Homicide filled the room. Most belonged to the Crimes Against Persons Division, but there were others from different divisions. All looked at her hopefully and she wished she had better news for them.

      “Listen up,” she said as she closed the door. “You’ve heard the news by now. Approximately twenty minutes ago, an unknown subject approached Captain Santos’ home and rang the doorbell. When she answered the door, they shot her. She took four shots at close range. The one bit of good news we have right now is that her husband was home. He called it in and did what he could for her until help arrived. Sergeant Lindsay arrived shortly after that. She assessed the situation and determined the captain was hurt badly enough they couldn’t wait for the EMTs. She is transporting the captain to Baylor. They have picked up a police escort and Traffic is working to clear the route to the hospital.

      “As of a few minutes ago, the captain was alive. That’s the best I can say. I won’t lie to you. She’s hurt badly. Otherwise, Jael would never have risked transporting her.”

      “The perp?” Detective Jennifer Sears asked, her voice cold and hard.

      “Got away. By the time Jackson got downstairs and to the captain, the shooter was driving off. What little I know right now comes from Jael. Jackson saw the perp leave in a white panel van. She saw that same van speeding out of the neighborhood and described it as being similar to those driven by contract delivery services. No visible plates, dark tinted windows and damage to the left rear quarter panel. An APB has been issued.”

      Not that it would do much good. There had to be hundreds, maybe thousands, of vans matching that description in Dallas County alone.

      Pat paused, letting the information sink in. Silence hung heavily in the room. Someone’s cellphone buzzed once before being silenced. All eyes remained on her. She knew what they waited for. Like her, they wanted the case and, as far as she was concerned, it was theirs. At least until the brass said differently.

      “Sergeant Kelsey, I need you to run point here for the next few hours. If any of our people have court this morning, they’re to be there. No excuses. The captain wouldn’t thank us for perps walking free because we didn’t show up to testify. Night shift personnel who don’t have court are to get at least four hours down. Then, if they want in on this investigation, they can report to Detective Tanaka,” she told the nightshift supervisor.

      “Understood, LT,” Kelsey said.

      “Tanaka, Buttkowski, Anders.” She named several others assigned to the squad. “Report to the captain’s house. Tanaka, you have the lead. Find out what the hell happened. Let’s ID the shooter and get him in custody before anyone else gets hurt.”

      Those she named began gathering up their things in preparation of leaving. Before they could, she once again called for everyone’s attention.

      “Nguyen, Sears, I want you at the hospital. Interview the captain’s husband. He is not a person of interest, but he may have seen or heard something that will help us ID the shooter without realizing it. Also, they have a state-of-the-art security system.” And that, Pat knew, was putting it mildly. “Ask Jackson if the system was armed and if the cameras were operational. Even if the cameras weren’t on this morning, get his permission to check footage for the last two weeks. Whoever shot the captain had to have scoped out the house. We might get lucky and find them on video.”

      “We’ve got it covered, LT,” Nguyen said and Sears nodded in agreement.

      “We will run this case by the book. The captain would expect it and, by God, I don’t want her shooter to skate on a technicality. Understood?”

      “Understood,” everyone repeated.

      “Get to it. Change into soft clothes if you are heading into the field. Don’t even think about not wearing your vests. Not after today. Work your cases and, if you have time to help on this, do so. One more thing, we will have a presence at Officer Malone’s funeral. The captain’s injury doesn’t lessen that loss, nor does it relieve us of our duty to support Malone’s family. Those of you working the captain’s case, figure out who from your team will attend. Sgt. Kelsey, I’ll leave it to you to make the assignments from the rest of the squad.

      “Until you hear differently from me or from the brass, all leave is cancelled. Overtime is approved. We will find the bastard who shot our captain and we will work all our other cases. Now get to it. I’m heading to the hospital. Officer Murray, you’re with me. Be ready to leave in five.”

      With that, she moved to where Marie Duncan sat at the side of the room. Mac’s admin was normally a force to be reckoned with. Today, she looked like Pat felt, scared and angry. But she was also loyal, and Pat knew Mac held a special place in her heart. Without a word, Pat escorted her out of the bullpen. A few minutes later, they entered Mac’s office. Pat closed and locked the door behind them.

      “Marie, I don’t know anything more than I told the others,” she said before the woman could ask. “Right now, I need to know if Mac received any threats or anything out of the ordinary recently.”

      “Not that I’m aware of. I’ll check to make sure.”

      “Thanks.” Pat lightly rested a hand on the woman’s arm. “I have no doubt IAB will be sniffing around before long. Wysocki will use this as an excuse to dig into Mac’s cases and her life.”

      “She can try,” the older woman all but growled.

      Pat smiled and nodded. “I’m going to contact Chief Culver and the Chief of Ds. Once I have and they’ve signed off on it, we’re going to institute the same level of security here we had during the investigation into Mike’s murder. Are you all right with that?”

      “More than.”

      “Good.” Pat smiled and slid an arm around her shoulders, giving her a quick hug. “Start locking down the computers and any other electronics you or the captain have here. Same with paper files and records. I’ll contact the Chief and let him know. Then we’ll secure the office. I’ll leave a uniform on duty outside the door.”

      “I—”

      “I know you can handle Wysocki or any of her people, Marie, but I need you at the hospital. I’m not going to be able to stay once we know how Mac is. I want someone I trust to have her back in my place. If you don’t mind, that is.”

      Marie nodded once, her expression grim. Pat relaxed a little, relieved the woman understood. Much as Pat wanted to stay at the hospital, she had an investigation to run. One she had no doubt would bring her into conflict with IAB’s commanding officer yet again.

      And wouldn’t that be fun?

      Not.

      That meant she needed Marie at Baylor, being her eyes and ears.

      Ten minutes later, having spoken with both the Chief of Detectives and Chief Culver, Pat stood in the corridor, watching as Marie activated the locks on the outer door. Locks on Mac’s private office as well as the file area had already been activated. No one except Mac, Marie and Chief Culver had the codes. Anyone attempting to bypass the locks would be caught on surveillance. That was the best they could do, at least for now.

      “Officer Malinowski, no one gets inside without authorization from either me or Chief Culver. If they try, you will verify their information and then you will contact me. Understood?” Pat asked the uniformed officer taking his place to the right of the door.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Marie, Officer Murray is waiting for us in the parking garage. Ready?”

      The woman inhaled and nodded. As she did, Pat understood. They both would like nothing more than to turn the clock back and prevent the events of the last hour or so. Since that wasn’t possible, they had only one option: get to the hospital. She prayed they weren’t too late.
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      “Damn it, damn it, DAMN IT!”

      He slammed his hand against the steering wheel. What he wanted to do was throw his head back and scream in frustration. He wanted to lay on the horn and force every idiot driver clogging the roads to get out of his way. But he couldn’t. He didn’t dare do anything to call attention to himself. Not if he wanted to stay a free man.

      Free!

      He snorted in derision. He hadn’t been free since he opened that e-mail a week earlier.

      A week? It seemed like a year. He still broke out into a cold sweat remembering the picture of his wife and kids with the target drawn on it. The implication had been clear. Someone had them in their sights. He lived in terror for two days, waiting for something to happen. Then the second e-mail arrived. This one got right to the point. They knew who he was and what he did. To prove it, the sender attached pictures of him in places he most definitely should not have been doing. Forget about the fact they’d get him sent to prison for years, assuming he survived long enough to stand trial. All he cared about was the fact his wife would never understand, much less forgive. The email ended with the simple yet chilling statement that they would be in touch.

      A day later, the third e-mail came. The instructions had been simple. After picking up the van in a specified location, he was to drive to Santos’ home. Using the gun he would find in the van, he was to kill her. If he did as instructed, he’d never hear from them again. If he failed. . . .

      He hadn’t wanted to do what they instructed, but they left him no choice. They warned him about trying to warn Santos, saying they had both of them under surveillance and would know if he reached out to her either in person or through other means. If that hadn’t been enough, they included more images of his family, including his children at school. The description of how they would suffer if he failed to do as they said made his blood run cold. They’d left him no choice.

      Even then, he’d done his best to warn Santos. He sent several warnings to her personal email account. He might not have been specific but if she was as good a detective as everyone said, she should have realized what he meant. Besides, it was all he could do. He couldn’t go to her. He couldn’t risk it. So he’d done what he could.

      It wasn’t his fault.

      No, it was all her fault. If she’d paid attention to his warnings, none of this would have happened. She could have used the emails sent to him to find the person responsible. Instead, she’d turned him into a killer.

      Damn her.

      Damn them all.

      He checked his mirrors and changed lanes. So far, so good. No flashing lights. No unmarked police cars approaching. But he needed to get off the main streets before someone reported seeing a van that matched the description of the one seen leaving the scene. He didn’t care what the anonymous person behind the emails said. He wasn’t going to drive the van across county lines and ditch it in some parking lot he wasn’t familiar with where he could be caught on camera. He certainly wasn’t going to keep driving in high traffic areas. No, he needed to ditch the van somewhere it wouldn’t be found for a while.

      First things first, he needed to find out what the cops knew.

      He glanced at the passenger seat and the portable police radio scanner sitting there. Returning his attention to the road, he reached over and turned it on. A moment later, Dispatch relayed requests to block traffic here and stop it there. The urgency in the dispatcher’s voice told him all he needed to know. He’d failed, at least for the moment. They wouldn’t be trying so hard to get a unit through morning traffic to the hospital if Santos still lived.

      Damn it!

      What the hell was he going to do? She’d seen him. If she survived, she could identify him.

      Fear ripped at him. His hands tightened on the steering wheel. Sweat pooled at the base of his spine. Somehow, he had to figure a way out or his family would pay.

      “Get a grip,” he told himself.

      First things first. He needed to ditch the van before some cop decided to check it out. Then he’d make sure his family was safe. All he had to do was buy a little time until he could figure out how to get them all out of town without those bastards who put him in this situation figured it out.

      He could do it.

      He had to.
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      “We’re almost there!” Jael said.

      The SUV’s siren echoed off the buildings lining Gaston Avenue as she sped toward Baylor. As she neared Hall Street, she blew out a relieved breath. Squad cars blocked the intersection from all traffic except her. Officers waved her through and then blocked Hall behind her. More units, marked and unmarked, lined the road. People, some in scrubs and others with cameras, phones and other recording devices pushed against the human cordon, trying to get a look inside the SUV.

      Damned vultures.

      “Hang on,” She sped down the drive to the Emergency Room entrance.

      As she braked, the ER doors slid open. A trauma team ran out with a gurney. At the same time, police cars pulled up, surrounding the SUV, protecting its occupants from prying eyes and cameras. A wall of blue formed, silent and grim, before she had a chance to climb out of the vehicle.

      Without a word, she raced to the rear of the SUV. Several officers joined her. The moment they opened the hatch, the trauma team approached.

      “What can you tell me?” Dr, Patek asked.

      Jael glanced at the tall, slender man. If anyone could save Mac, it was him.

      “Four shots, three penetrated at side, shoulder and neck. The fourth hit her mid-back. Her vest stopped it,” she said.

      The team worked to carefully maneuver Mac out of the SUV and onto the gurney. The moment they had, one of the nurses began taking her vitals. Another started an IV. The rails on the gurney were lifted and locked into place. Then, as one, the team raced into the Emergency Room, the gurney between them. A second wall of blue formed, an honor guard and escort to make sure their captain made it safely inside.

      As the doors slid closed behind the gurney, Jael turned her attention back to Patek. Jackson climbed out of the SUV and hesitated. Then both Chelsea and Brandon were at his side. Chelsea slid her hand into his and looked at her mother, fear in her eyes.

      “She was conscious briefly after I arrived on-scene. She didn’t remember much about what happened.”

      Patek nodded as if that didn’t surprise him. “Jackson, they’re going to evaluate her injuries and start getting the images we need to decide how best to proceed.”

      “Just save her, Doc.”

      “I’m going to do my best.” He rested a gentle hand on Jackson’s arm and then glanced at all the grim faces around him. “We’re going to do everything we can. For now, if you’re the praying type, it never hurts. If you can give blood, do so.”

      “We’ll do whatever you need, Doc,” Jael assured him.

      “Jackson, you’ll need to talk to the Admissions clerk. She’s waiting inside for you.”

      Jackson said nothing. He stood there, staring at the doors now separating him from his wife. Understanding, Jael drew a deep breath. She’d already asked so much of her kids and she was about to ask even more.

      “Chelsea, Brandon, take him inside. I’ll be there in a minute,” she said softly.

      Chelsea nodded. “C’mon, Uncle Jackson.” Gently, she urged him toward the sliding doors.

      “Mom?” Brandon looked older than his fourteen years and she wished she could turn back the clock and spare both he and his sister from the morning’s events.

      “Go on, son. I’ll be there in a minute.” She gave him a quick hug. “I’ll call the school and tell them you and your sister won’t be there today. Then I’ll call Moira and see if she can’t come for you.”

      He hugged her once more before running inside. Jael blew out a breath and turned her attention back to Patek. “I know I don’t have to say it, Doc, but standard protocol. Complete media blackout until the chief gets here and takes command.”

      Patek nodded. To anyone listening in, they were talking about hospital protocol for when an officer was injured. But there was another protocol, one known to only a few of them. That was the one Jael referred to. It was in place to protect those like Mac and Jackson from having their true natures revealed to the normals. The fact it also meant extra security, making it all but impossible for the shooter, or the media, to get to Mac was an added benefit.

      As Patek followed the others inside, Jael glanced around. Seeing a patrol officer she knew standing nearby, she motioned him over.

      “Kaplan, secure the SUV.” She handed him the keys. “Make sure no one gets close to it until a forensic team is here.”

      “Understood, Sarge.” He glanced around and nodded slightly. “Halstead, Gamez, you’re on the SUV. No one touches it and no one gets close enough to see inside unless they are part of the forensics team or have been cleared by Sergeant Lindsay. Trust me, I’ll make sure the sergeant gets first crack at the two of you if anyone from the media or the public gets close. I don’t want a single picture of it surfacing. If there’s anything left of you after the sarge finishes with you, then I’ll let Lt. Collins have a go. After that, you’ll get to deal with me and the rest of the division. Understood?”

      A slight smile touched Jael’s lips as she listened to Kaplan. Six months earlier, Mac talked with her about transferring him to Homicide or one of the other squads under her command. She’d seen something in him that impressed her and Jael knew she’d been right. He had exactly what it took to be a good cop—or a good DI. Jael made a mental note to talk to Pat about the young man. It was time to have him transferred to the squad to see exactly what he had in him. But that had to wait. Finding out who shot Mac and why took precedence over everything.

      She turned and hurried inside. Jackson stood a few feet away, Chelsea on one side and Brandon on the other. The Admissions clerk waited nearby, giving him a moment to gather his thoughts. Understanding, Jael moved in his direction.

      “Jackson, come on. You need to talk with the Admissions clerk now,” Jael said gently. “I need to report in and then I’ll join you.” As she spoke, she motioned for Chelsea and Brandon to go with the man.

      Jackson nodded and followed the clerk, the teens close behind. As they crossed the waiting area, Jael watched Jackson, her heart breaking. In that moment, he was a man dangerously close to losing it and she understood. Mac meant so much to all of them, but she was his wife, his mate. That meant he was dealing not only with his own fear but that of his jaguar as well. Somehow, she had to make sure they both maintained control, at least until they were somewhere private where secrets the public wasn’t ready to learn wouldn’t accidentally be revealed.

      Chel, text if he needs me before I get back. I need to update the Chief and a couple of others, she texted. A moment later, her phone dinged and she nodded. Chelsea understood. Relieved, Jael looked around for someplace private. She didn’t want anyone overhearing what she had to say.

      A moment later, she stepped into the ladies’ room and checked each stall to make sure she was alone. Then she pulled out her cellphone. As she did, she drew a deep, calming breath. As difficult as the last twenty minutes had been, what she was about to do might be even more so.

      “How is she?” Pat demanded the moment she answered the call. “And what the hell happened?”

      “You know as much as I do. Hell, by now, you probably know more.” She paused and ran a hand over her face. As she did, she released a long shuddering breath. Then, realizing Pat waited for her to say something, she continued. “I got to her house no more than a minute or two of her being shot. She took four rounds to the chest, side and back. The shooter either knew what he was doing or he was very lucky. Three of the shots penetrated above the edges of her vest. All look to have been from close range. So you know what sort of damage they could do, even the one that didn’t penetrate her vest.”

      She paused, giving Pat time to consider what she said. “Pat, it’s bad. Bad enough that I didn’t dare wait for an ambulance. The only reason she’s still alive is because of what she is. But even that might not be enough.” She paused and slammed the door shut when it began to swing open. As she did, she told whoever happened to be on the other side to find another restroom. She needed this one. At the same time, she heard Chelsea suggest the person give her a little time. Despite the seriousness of the situation, a smile of motherly pride at her daughter’s calm command touched her lips. “Pat, I don’t know if she’s going to make it,” she added softly.

      “I’m less than five minutes out. The brass is on the way as well.”

      “Understood. Do you want me to go back to her place?”

      “No. Stay with Jackson. Make sure a perimeter is set up around ER and security is set on all entrances. I don’t want Jackson or any of the family being harassed by the media. Talk with hospital security as well as the ER supervisors. Impress upon them how disappointed we’ll be if anything about Mac’s condition or her identity leaks to the media.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “I’ve sent members of the squad to Mac’s house to start the investigation. The rest will come to the hospital as soon as they can. The DA’s Office is trying to get postponements on our court appearances today. Once we know more about Mac’s condition, I’ll make assignments re: hospital duty and this afternoon’s funeral. But you consider yourself on hospital or family duty until further notice.”

      Jael nodded even though Pat couldn’t see.

      “Get here soon, Pat. Jackson needs all of us right now.”

      “I’m almost there. Don’t leave him and make sure the doctors do whatever it takes to keep Mac alive – and make sure nothing else happens to her. You’re in charge until I arrive.”

      As she slipped her cellphone back into her pocket, Jael cursed long and hard. If she’d only been a few minutes earlier, none of this would have happened. She bent over the sink and hissed as she splashed cold water on her face. She had one more call to make before finding Jackson.

      “This is Flynn,” the man said a few moments later.

      “General, it’s Lindsay.” She swallowed hard. This was more difficult than she expected. “Sir, we have a situation.”

      For a moment, General Gerald Flynn said nothing. As she waited, Jael pictured him frowning into the distance, wondering what new emergency they faced this time.

      “Talk to me, Master Guns.”

      “Sir, approximately half an hour ago, someone went to Mac’s house and rang the bell. When she answered the door, they shot her four times at basically pointblank range. The good news is she was wearing her vest. The bad news is that three of the shots missed the vest and hit their target.”

      Another silence, followed by the sounds of him calling out to someone, telling them to come to his office at once. “And?”

      “It’s bad, sir. She might not make it.”

      “Are you calling in the unit, Master Guns?”

      She didn’t answer right away. Part of her wanted to do just that. The “unit” was much more than that. It was a company of Marines ostensibly “on loan” to Homeland Security but that was actually a part of a deep cover security element, tasked with not only policing shapeshifters but with also making sure the public didn’t become aware of their existence before the government and shifters at-large were ready. It was comprised of Pures and normals, including not only Jael but Mac as well.

      “Not yet, sir, but place the captain’s squad as well as her cousin’s on standby. I will keep you updated on her condition.”

      “All right.” There was a murmur of voices before he said anything else. “I expect you and Norwood to determine ASAP if this is anything we need to worry about.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      She frowned at the thought of Nate Norwood, shapeshifter and a detective assigned to Homicide. When they’d spoken the night before, he told her he would meet her at Mac’s that morning. He had additional information about the trial Mac wanted to review. So where the hell was he?

      “Jael, let me know if she needs anything, no matter what,” Flynn continued. “Same goes for the family.”

      “I will, sir.”

      A knock sounded at the door. A moment later, Chelsea peeked in. “Mom, the nurse just came out and said they’d be talking with Uncle Jackson soon.”

      “I’ll be right there.” She tried to smile and knew she failed. “I need to go, sir. I’ll be in touch.” She ended the call and slid the phone into her pocket. As she did, she glanced down and frowned. She needed a change of clothes. Mac’s blood stained her uniform pants and tee shirt. Jackson didn’t need to see that. Hell, none of them did.

      “Press is starting to arrive,” Chelsea said as her mother stepped into the corridor.

      “Thanks. Get back to Jackson and stay with him. Let me know if you need me.”

      Chelsea nodded and turned to do as she said. Then she turned back, frowning. “Mom, you need your go bag.”

      Unfortunately, she didn’t have it with her. Maybe one of the nurses could get her a pair of scrubs to change into. Then she remembered the spare go bags in the back of Mac’s SUV. They’d taken to keeping a bag for both of them in the vehicle the last few months. Telling Chelsea to go on, she sent a quick text to Kaplan, asking him to bring her the bag and explaining why.

      Five minutes later, Jael once again exited the ladies’ room. As she did, she pulled her badge on its chain over her head. Dressed now in a pair of black cargo pants and a DPD golf shirt, she looked around. Kaplan stepped up, reaching for the duffle she carried, telling her he’d stow it in his patrol unit. As he did, she nodded in thanks.

      “Report?”

      “Media’s outside. Brass is about five minutes out, depending on traffic.”

      “Then let’s get started.”

      The next few minutes blurred as Jael worked. She spoke with hospital security, making sure they understood no one, and certainly not the press, was to get near Jackson. Then she spoke with those officers already present. No one was to make a statement without first clearing it with the Public Information Officer and the brass. She wanted a second perimeter set up outside the ER, this one pushing the media and onlookers back even further. Guards were to be posted on all the inside entrances to ER. Fortunately, or unfortunately, for all involved, the hospital was well-versed with how to respond. They had seen too many cops and firefighters come through their doors. But that was the life of a first responder, something they each accepted when they swore to serve and protect.

      Until relieved, hospital security was to station someone outside of Mac’s treatment room. They would go up to OR with her as well. Full security measures were to be in place until more DPD officers were on-scene to take their places or her orders were countermanded by DPD brass.

      There was one more duty she needed to do, one she prayed Jackson understood.

      “Jackson.” She sat on her heels in front of him, waiting until he looked at her. “We’re going to need to get a statement from you soon, more than what you’ve already given me.”

      For a moment, he stared at her, as though he didn’t understand what she said. Then he nodded.

      “I know Pat and Culver will do all they can to keep the investigation in-house. But you need to be prepared. Mac’s a cop and a well-known one. That means the media is going to do all they can to find out what happened. They are going to try to get to you and other members of the family. There will be speculation about what happened and why, some of it unflattering.

      “More than that, IAB’s going to try to push their way into the investigation. That means they will try to get to you and the rest of the family. If they manage to get past our people, you are to say nothing to them. You aren’t to go anywhere with them. In fact, all you are to do is tell them to talk to your attorney. Then you make two calls. The first is to Chief Culver. Then you call your attorney. Do you understand?”

      He nodded again. She smiled and patted his hand. Then she stood and stepped away. She was walking a fine line, but her loyalty lay with Mac, Jackson, the pride and DPD. It did not lie with the weasels of IAB.

      “I’ll make sure he does as you say, Mom,” Chelsea said softly as she followed Jael out of the small room off the main waiting room.

      “Thanks, Chel.” She gave her daughter a hug. Then she looked back at Brandon where he sat next to Jackson. She nodded to her son. When this was over, she’d make sure both he and Chelsea understood how proud she was of them. “Text me if you need me, Chel.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      Jael watched as the seventeen-year-old returned to Jackson’s side and reached for the man’s hand. Satisfied her children would send for her when necessary, she walked away from the office and once again pulled out her phone.

      “John, it’s me,” she said the moment John O’Hara answered her call.

      “Mac?”

      “No change. We should hear something soon.” She wished she could tell him more.

      “You’re not trying to protect the rest of us, are you??”

      She understood why he asked. Part of her duty, and his as well, was to protect them. That didn’t always mean protecting them from discovery. “I’m not,” she assured him. “Last I heard, they’ll be out to talk to Jackson soon. I assume they’re prepping her for surgery. But I need Dillon here for Jackson. Mac’s been a thorn in the IAB CO’s side for a long time. Because of that, they’re going to be all over this unless we find a way to shut them down. I want to make sure Jackson isn’t forced to leave the hospital, at least not until we know how Mac’s doing.”

      “I’ll make sure Dillon understands. I’ll also call Callie.”

      Jael chuckled softly. Callie Tamlin was a pit bull of an attorney, something no one expected when looking at her. Petite, elfin-featured, she looked delicate, almost fragile. But beneath that exterior beat the heart of a warrior and one of the toughest criminal attorneys Jael knew. If anyone could keep Wysocki and her rat squad away from Jackson, it was she.

      “Thanks. I’ll be in touch.”

      “You keep your temper in check, Jael, and try not to worry.” He paused and Jael heard someone in the background say something. “Moira says she’ll be leaving in a few minutes. Make sure the guards know to let her through.”

      “I will and thanks.” She ended the call as the doors leading outside slide open.

      She turned in time to see hospital security step forward, stopping a woman before she could enter. The blonde’s eyes flashed dangerously as she all but shoved her badge in the security guard’s face. Then she stood straight, shoulders squared. In that moment, Lt. Patricia King looked taller than her 5’7”. Pat didn’t wait for the guard, who outweighed her by at least fifty pounds, to clear her through. She shouldered past him and strode across the waiting room to where Jael stood. As she did, Officer Murray spoke softly with the security guard. A moment later, she and Marie Duncan joined the others waiting for news.

      “Anything?” Pat asked softly, her concern clear.

      Jael glanced around the room, suddenly aware it was filled with cops, some in uniforms and others in soft clothes. Their expressions grim, they waited for her to respond. Before she could, one of them stepped up to the hospital security guards and suggested they take up position outside. This was for them. Until they knew how their captain was, no one else needed to be there.

      “Last I heard, they were prepping to take her up to OR.”

      “Jackson?”

      “In there.” She nodded to the private waiting room. “Chelsea and Brandon with him. They were with me when I got to Mac’s this morning.”

      “Her mother and grandmother?”

      “Not yet notified, unless you took care of it.”

      Pat shook her head. Then she closed her eyes for a moment and Jael knew she was considering her options. “Make sure that happens now. I’ll take care of things here. Then I’ll check on Jackson. The brass is right behind me. Culver said he’d be here as soon as his driver arrived.”

      “Understood.”

      “Jael, do you have anything that might help us find the bastard who shot her?”

      She shook her head. “Not really. She was unconscious by the time Jackson got to her.” Once again, she wished she had gotten to Mac’s house a few minutes earlier. “Everyone agrees the shooter fled in the white van I told you about. It caught my eye because it was driving like the dogs of Hell were after it. Hell, LT, it almost hit my car. I didn’t see any plates. Windows tinted dark enough I couldn’t see the driver. There was damage to the rear quarter panel.” She closed her eyes and pictured the van, doing her best to remember every detail. “American made, maybe Dodge or Chrysler. It wasn’t this year’s model but no more than a couple of years old. Nothing else, sorry.”

      “Don’t be. That’s more than we had before.” Pat rested a hand on her arm. “Mac?”

      Jael glanced around and led Pat further from those waiting for news. “She regained consciousness once before we left the house. She didn’t say much. Said the shooter was male. She couldn’t remember anything else. She also said she wanted to shift, needed to shift. That’s one of the reasons we didn’t wait for the EMTs. I needed Jackson able to control her if her jaguar took control and I wanted to get her here, with our own doctors, before anything else happened.”

      Pat’s mouth firmed and she nodded. “You did the right thing.” She looked around again. “I’m going to check on Jackson. We should have enough people onsite now to take over for hospital security. Get them set up and send our people to make the notifications.”

      “Do you want me back at her house?”

      “Not yet. Tanaka has the case, for the moment at least. Sears and Nguyen are on their way here to talk with Jackson. Let’s get her mother and grandmother here and then we’ll figure out what our next step should be.” Pat glanced around and then frowned. “Where’s Norwood? I expected to find him here since he wasn’t in the bullpen when the call came in.”

      “That’s a question I’d like answered as well.” Jael didn’t try to keep her concern, and her anger, from showing. “I haven’t heard a word from him.”

      And that bothered her. There were few reasons he wouldn’t have heard the Officer Down call and none of them were good. Sooner rather than later, she needed to find out where he was and what the hell was going on.

      Before anything more could be said, Jackson appeared. Seeing him. Pat nodded once to Jael and then hurried off. The moment she joined him, Jackson pulled her close. Jael watched for a moment, knowing the blonde would stay with the man until they knew more about Mac’s condition. Then she turned. She had her orders, orders that couldn’t wait. God, they might already be too late, considering the speed with which the media broke stories these days. Fortunately, the press was usually good about not releasing the name of cops wounded in the line of duty. But, if they were ever going to jump the gun, this would be the time.

      “Marie,” Jael began as she moved to the woman’s side. “The LT’s given me my orders. Will you keep an eye on my kids until Moira gets here? They’re going home with her.”

      “Of course.” The woman smiled but it didn’t touch her eyes. “The captain?”

      “It’s bad.” She wouldn’t lie. “Dr. Patek is with her. He’s the best.”

      Marie nodded. “Do what you need to, Sergeant. I’ll make sure your kids are all right.”

      Jael thanked her and then moved to join the knot of cops waiting nearby.

      “Sarge, what can we do?” Lara Hansen, one of Homicide’s night shift detectives, asked softly. She looked as worried as Jael felt.

      “I want you and your partner to locate the captain’s mother. She should be at work, but she might already be in court. Track her down. Hell, hack the GPS in her car if you have to. But get her here as quickly as you can. Just keep the media away from her.” She didn’t need to say anything more. They knew how seriously their captain had been injured.

      “After you’ve told her what happened, find out how she wants to handle the twins. If she wants us to send someone for them, we will. If she doesn’t want to wait that long, we’ll arrange for Austin PD to meet them and escort them to the airport. We’ll arrange their flight home once we know what she wants to do. Local PD will wait with them until the twins are on the plane. Bring Mrs. Wheeler here and then you two are to meet the twins when they arrive. Unless something breaks that needs your attention, you are with the family until the LT says differently.”

      Hansen and Trevino nodded. Jael watched as they moved to where Jackson and Pat sat. They spoke softly to the man for a moment and then left. At least that much was taken care of. But there was one more notification that needed to be made and she would do that one herself.

      A moment later, she once again knelt in front of Jackson. Smiling slightly, she rested a hand on one of his. When she did, he looked at her, his expression tense, his eyes dull. It broke her heart and she wished there was more she could do for him.

      “Jackson, I’m going to go tell her grandmother and bring her here. Chelsea and Brandon will stay with you. Moira’s on her way. John’s contacting the rest of the family.” The slight emphasis she put on “family” caused him to swallow hard and then nod. He understood she meant the rest of the pride. Those local shapeshifters who looked to Mac and him for leadership and protection. “Who else do you want me to call?”

      “Mateo,” he said hoarsely.

      She nodded, unsurprised. She had already planned on calling Mac’s cousin. Lt. Colonel Mateo Santos, technically an active duty Marine but so much more, had resources the DPD didn’t. He wouldn’t hesitate to use every one of those resources to find out what happened and who was responsible for hurting his cousin.

      “All right.” She glanced over her shoulder as the outer doors slid open. Seeing the two men who entered, she got to her feet. “LT.” She motioned in the newcomers’ direction.

      The blonde nodded and told her to go. She’d handle the brass. More than glad to let her do just that, Jael slipped down an adjoining corridor. She wanted to exit the hospital well away from the reporters gathered outside. As she walked through the winding hospital corridors, she texted one of the uniforms assigned to CaP, telling him to meet her outside the Labor and Delivery entrance. Before doing anything else, she needed a ride to the station so she could get another vehicle. Then she’d go tell Ellen Santos about her granddaughter.

      She’d give almost anything not to have to make that notification.
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      Pat stepped off the elevator and glanced at her watch. It wasn’t yet ten and she felt like she’d been on duty for days instead of less than three hours. Worse, she knew it would be many more hours before she could call it a day. For now, she steeled herself for what she needed to do next.

      From the moment she entered the station, cops watched her, their expressions serious, anger reflected in their eyes. Each of them knew one of their own had been ambushed in her own home. Mac had been her partner and they knew the captain was one of her closest friends. Now they wanted to know if Mac would survive. More than that, they wanted to know what they could do to help. No one, absolutely no one, shot a cop and got away with it.

      As she paused outside the doors to Homicide, she drew a deep breath. She’d left Marie at the hospital with orders to call the moment she heard anything new about Mac’s condition. Their captain, their friend, was still in surgery and would be for at least another couple of hours. Pat had wanted to stay but she couldn’t. She had something else to do, something more important. She needed to make sure every effort was being made to find out who shot Mac and why.

      Bracing herself, Pat pushed open the doors and stepped inside. Instantly, a hush fell over the bullpen. Detectives and uniformed officers turned to her, their expressions telling it all. They worried about their captain and they wanted blood.

      Well, so did she.

      She looked around, taking mental roll as she did. Almost every detective under her command, including those who had gone off-shift hours earlier, was there. So were the uniforms assigned to the squad. Most had been at the hospital until she’d told them to get to work, promising to return to the station shortly. The only exceptions were those currently at Mac’s house, not to mention those testifying in court. Those present had changed into either soft clothes or their daily uniforms. Remaining in their dress blues would be too much like holding a death watch and none of them wanted to admit they might lose another CO, and especially not Mac.

      “Listen up.” She moved to the front of the bullpen. “Captain Santos is still in surgery and will be for a while. I’m not going to lie. It’s bad. The doctors don’t know if she’s going to make it.” She swallowed against the fear once again trying to claw its way out of her chest. There would be time for it later, after they found out why Mac had been shot. “Sergeant Lindsay is at the hospital with the family. So are Chief Culver and the Chief of Ds. They will let us know the captain’s status as soon as they know something.”

      “Do you know anything more about what happened, LT?” Sgt. Kelsey asked.

      Pat shook her head, her expression serious. “All we know for sure right now is that Mac and Jackson were upstairs getting ready for work when the doorbell rang. Mac went down to answer it. Because of the timing, both she and Jackson expected it to be Jael. She was supposed to drive Mac in this morning. What happened then, we don’t know for sure. Jackson heard three shots. By the time he got downstairs, Mac was down, unconscious. Jackson managed to catch sight of the shooter briefly before the bastard fled. He had the impression the shooter was male, medium height and build. Because he only saw the shooter from the back, he couldn’t be sure of race. The shooter drove off in a white van. That much has been verified by several of their neighbors.

      “Jackson called 911 and did what he could to help Mac. Jael arrived probably no more than three minutes after the shooting. Jael did an assessment and felt Mac was too badly injured to wait for the bus. Before that happened, Mac regained consciousness briefly. She told Jael the shooter was male. She couldn’t remember anything else and she lost consciousness again. Shortly after that, they took her to the hospital in Mac’s SUV.

      “Our captain took four shots, three of which missed her vest, hitting her in the neck, shoulder and side. I know I don’t have to explain how serious any of those could be alone, much less all together.”

      She paused, searching for the right words. “Tanaka and a team are on-scene now. We have Jackson’s signed consent to pull the security feeds from their alarm system. We’ll start with that and the door-to-door. Priority is to find anyone who might have seen something and to get copies of all security videos and pertinent cell phone videos along Mac’s street as well as the streets in the neighborhood leading to hers. Hopefully, we’ll get a break and make a quick arrest.”

      “LT, do we have anything else to go on right now?” Byron Timmons asked.

      For a moment, she looked at the man. Timmons retired almost a year and a half ago. It hadn’t taken long for him to realize he had too much free time on his hands. Less than three months later, he joined the Police Reserves. What strings he pulled to do so, she didn’t know and, just then, didn’t care. Timmons had an eye for detail and was one of the best she’d ever worked with when it came to following the money. If he wanted in on this investigation, she’d find a way to make it happen.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Are you here to help?”

      “Yep.” He gave one decisive nod. “If you’ll have me.”

      She nodded before continuing. “As I said earlier, Mac told Jael the shooter was male. We all know the problems with statements from a victim in similar circumstances. But Mac is a trained observer. She is a cop. So we are going to assume she remembered correctly. That means we need to tear into her cases and her life. Find out who wanted to hurt her.

      “Other than that, all we know for sure is what Jackson, Jael and others have said. The van was white panel van. Jackson saw the shooter leave in it as did several of their neighbors. It damned near hit Jael’s car as she pulled onto the street to pick up Mac. According to Jael, it didn’t have any plates. Add to that the fact it had   heavily tinted windows. That’s all we’ve got to go on right now.

      “I know I don’t need to say this but I will. If one of us traded places with her, Mac would move Heaven and Earth to find out who shot us. We are going to do the same. We will discover who tried to kill our captain and why. Do any of you doubt that?”

      “No ma’am,” they answered in unison.

      “There will be those who will try to take the investigation away from us. They’ll say we’re too close to it. We won’t give up the case without a fight. What we will do is work the investigation like Mac would want us to. We will find the evidence and follow it to the bastard responsible and we will, by God, bring him in to face justice.

      “So listen up. We do this by the book. No crossing the line, no matter what. When we find the suspect, we make the collar and we haul his sorry ass in. We will do the perp walk with him and let the world see that the DPD, and this squad in particular, gets the job done. Then we will put him in the box and sweat him until we know why he attacked our captain. But I don’t want to see one bruise or cut, one bump or abrasion, on him that wasn’t necessary to subdue him just enough to get him into cuffs. That’s an order and it is one you and I know Mac would make under similar circumstances.”

      It was an order Mac had issued and more than once.

      “LT, what about guards for her?” Officer Murray asked.

      “Chief Culver has ordered uniforms outside her room at all times until the perp is caught.”

      “LT, I don’t mind giving up some of my off-duty time,” Detective Andre Freeman said. The others quickly offered to do the same.

      A slight smile lifted the corners of Pat’s mouth. She’d expected them to volunteer but it was still good to see them do so. “I can’t order it and it will be off the books.”

      “As you said, LT, she’s ours. We protect our own.” Timmons stood and looked around, waiting until everyone nodded in agreement. “I think we’re all willing to stand as many watches as we need to until the bastard who shot her is caught.”

      “Set it up then, Timmons.” She didn’t doubt for a moment he’d not only set up guards but backups for the guards. “I also want someone from the squad with the family as much as possible until we solve this. Timmons, you up to handling that as well?”

      “I’m on it, LT.”

      She nodded once in appreciation. “I’ll be returning to the hospital soon. If you have anything hot on your open cases, follow it up. If you have court, be there. But if you have time to help with the investigation, talk with Tanaka. She’ll give you your assignment. Let’s find the bastard responsible and bring him in.”

      Before she could say anything else, the doors to the squad room opened. Chief Culver stepped inside. His grim expression worried Pat and she swallowed hard. Then, remembering protocol, she called the squad to attention. Before the others could respond, Culver waved for them to remain where they were.

      “Lieutenant, status?” He moved further into the bullpen.

      “I was just updating the squad on Captain Santos’ condition and reiterating the fact that we will do whatever it takes to find the perp and bring him in.”

      Culver shoved his hands into his pockets and nodded. “Lt. King is correct. We will do everything in our power to not only keep this case with the DPD but with this squad. Captain Santos, and Captain King before her, trained each of you well. You know what they would expect of you in this kind of case. Find the SOB responsible for shooting your captain and bring them in.” He paused a moment before continuing.

      “Lt. King, any and all reasonable overtime is approved. You have other cases on the board. They must be worked, but this takes priority. No one, absolutely no one, guns down one of our own, especially not in her own home. The perp will not get away with it. But we won’t shirk our other duties. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” Pat answered for the squad.

      He waited until everyone either answered or nodded in response. “Captain Santos will be in surgery another several hours at least. She suffered extensive injuries and the surgeons are doing all they can to save her. Serious as her injuries are, they could have been much worse. The one piece of luck on her side is that she had her vest on this morning. The vest stopped the bullet her assailant fired into her back and what amounts to pointblank range. It still caused injury but she will walk again—assuming she recovers from her other injuries.”

      “Sir, we’re still waiting for a copy of the security feed from this morning. Have the doctors been able to tell us anything that might help?” Pat asked.

      “A little. From the angle of her wounds, they believe Captain Santos had started to turn away from the shooter before the first bullet hit. They’re guessing that’s when she was hit in the shoulder. She was still turning when she took the neck wound. The third shot entered her side just above her vest and traveled in a downward angle. It did a great deal of damage. If you are of the praying sort, do so. Your captain needs all the help she can get right now. Most of all, find the person responsible and bring them in.” He closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply. Then he turned his attention to Pat. “A moment of your time, lieutenant.”

      “Of course.” She motioned toward her office.

      “Close the door.” Culver leaned against the edge of her desk and waited as she complied. “I need you to be honest, Pat. Are you all right?” Concern filled his voice and she blinked against the tears that suddenly burned her eyes.

      “Yes, sir.” She knew why he asked. Not that long ago, he sat with her in this very office, discussing the murder of her husband and two other cops. What happened to Mac, especially because they were friends and partners, hit hard.

      “If you need to hand this off, no one will blame you.”

      “Understood, sir, but I’m fine.” She hesitated a moment and then gave a slight shake of her head. “No, I’m not fine. I’m pissed and I’m worried. But I can do my job and I can and will make sure the squad does theirs.”

      “Which is exactly what I expected but I had to ask.”

      She nodded in understanding.

      “Is there anything you need right now to help with the investigation?”

      Pat started to say no and then stopped. “Sir, Timmons retired from the squad a year and a half or so ago, before Mike died. He’s a member of the Reserves now. I’d like him assigned to the investigation. He’s already said he wants to help.”

      “I figured as much when I saw him with the bullpen. Consider it done.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Every additional investigator she could get meant one more chance of solving the case quickly, before anyone else was hurt.

      “You need to be prepared for IAB to come snooping, Pat.”

      “I know.” She frowned. Few cops had any use for IAB. She knew they had a purpose but, at least as far as her own experience went, too many assigned to the rat squad had their own agendas and they didn’t care who they brought down in order to get what they wanted. “I guess this is where I let you know Jackson knows to contact you and his attorney if they bother him at the hospital.”

      Culver smiled slightly. “I told him the same thing.”

      Relieved, Pat relaxed a little.

      “I have already instructed Captain Wysocki to leave the investigation to you,” he added.

      “I hear a but in there, sir.”

      “Because there is one.” He moved to stare out the window for a moment. When he turned back, frustration burned in his eyes. “When I spoke with her, Captain Wysocki reminded me of departmental policy that IAB has a role whenever an officer is injured or killed. She balked when I then reminded her that it wasn’t official policy. So watch yourself and make sure your people know she’s going to be watching everything you do, looking for anything to justify taking over the investigation.”

      “I will, sir.”

      And she would make sure they let her know the moment Wysocki or any of her squad showed up or tried poking their noses into the investigation.

      “Pat, there’s one more thing before I let you get back to work, something I didn’t tell the others. Mac flatlined during surgery. Her condition has been downgraded. She might not make it off the table.”

      Pat nodded even as she reached out and held onto the back of one of the guest chairs in front of her desk to keep her knees from buckling. She didn’t want to think about how the squad, much less the pride, would react if Mac died.

      The pride. She closed her eyes and said a quick prayer. The last year had been hard on the pride. Hell, who was she kidding? It had been hard on all their kind. They had discovered those who were supposed to be leading and protecting them had been doing anything but. They’d let greed and a thirst for power corrupt and civil war had almost broken out among the various shapeshifter clans, prides and packs. That would have led to the normal discovering their existence. That fight for power had been behind the attack that cost her husband his life. Now Jackson, as pride leader, and Mac, as a member of the Tribunal, worked to find a way to make their existence known without it resulting in a proverbial witch hunt.

      “She’s a fighter, sir.”

      “She is, and it’s the only reason she’s still alive.” He glanced at the closed door, as if making sure no one could overhear them. “Pat, if she could shift, would that help?”

      Culver, like Jael, was one of the relatively few humans who knew about shifters and helped keep them safe from discovery.

      “Honestly?”

      He nodded.

      “Her doctors could tell you better than I. But my guess is that, as badly injured as she is right now, the shift might kill her. Later, if she survives the surgery and begins healing, she should be able to shift. If she can, and if she can stay shifted for a while, she’ll heal faster.”

      Culver nodded again, and Pat had a feeling he was remembering her own long recovery after being kidnapped and tortured on the orders of those who’d been supposed to protect their kind.

      “Get your people working on this and close it out, Pat. That is the best way you can honor Mac and all she has done for the department and for this squad.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If you think we need to form a taskforce to handle the investigation, let me know.”

      “I will but, for now at least, I’d like to keep it within the squad.” She paused, gnawing her lower lip as she thought. “Sir, I’d like to utilize Mrs. Duncan and her special talents. She knows what Mac’s been up to better than anyone and let’s be honest. She’s better than most of the cyber team.”

      “Agreed and already approved. Now get back to the hospital. You should be there when she comes out of surgery.”

      If she does.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Keep me in the loop.”

      She watched as he left her office. As she closed the door after him, she hoped that loop didn’t include having to tell him they’d lost Mac.
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      Three hours. Three of the longest hours of her life. That’s how long it had been since Jael sped away from Mac’s house. Then all she could think about was getting her friend medical help as quickly as possible. Now she sat in the sedan the motor pool assigned her, studying the scene before her. Mac’s neighbors were being interviewed by detectives and uniformed officers. Others moved carefully around the yard and, she knew, inside the house, photographing the scene. Forensic techs worked with single-minded determination to find even the smallest clue that could help identify the shooter. She expected that much.

      What she hadn’t expected and should have were the number of media vans parked at the end of the street. Reporters shouted questions at her when she drove up to the makeshift barricade the neighbors had erected. Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the two uniformed officers stationed the barricade were three of Mac’s neighbors. One hurried to move the barricade so Jael could drive past. The others stepped forward, placing themselves between her sedan and the reporters. As soon as she’d driven through, the barricade was moved back into place and the uniforms and neighbors resumed their positions.

      “Sarge, how is she?” Officer Busco asked as jogged up the walk from where she’d parked two houses down from Mac’s.

      “Still in surgery.”

      “I’ll let the others know.”

      She nodded and watched as he moved off in the direction of the house. As he did, she scanned the area once again. A moment later, she spotted her target. For a split-second, anger and suspicion flared. She pushed them down, reminding herself she didn’t know anything—yet. But she would. If it was the last thing she did, she’d find out if he had anything to do with what happened to their captain. But she couldn’t let emotions rule her, not yet.

      However, if she found out he was involved, shifter or not, she would have his head and his balls and not necessarily in that order.

      Detective Nate Norwood crouched just inside the front door. The coyote shifter originally came to town as part of General Flynn’s special unit. His assignment had been to keep an eye on Mac, making sure nothing happened to her or her family. Later, he swore allegiance to the pride. Over the last year or so, he had worked closely with both Mac and Jael. Now Jael had some very pointed questions for him, questions best asked in private. He might or might not return to the investigation. Depending on his answers, he’d either remain with the department or he’d find himself in custody and on his way to a secure facility faster than he thought possible.

      She stood there, knowing he’d scent her before long. A moment later, he looked up and spotted her. Before he could say anything, she shook her head. Then she turned her attention to Detective Tanaka as the woman exited the house.

      “Detective, I need to borrow Norwood for a few minutes.” she said. She doubted Tanaka would object. “I promise not to keep him long.”

      “No sweat, Sarge.” Tanaka looked over to where Norwood worked. “Nate, give your notes to Brannigan. He’ll take over for you.”

      He nodded and stood. Before he could say anything, Jael jerked her head in the direction of her black sedan. Without a word, concern reflected in his eyes, he made his way to the car. Jael watched, giving herself a moment to gather her thoughts and get her emotions under control.

      “Anything you can tell me?” she asked Tanaka.

      “Not yet. The techs have the security cam footage. It’s encoded, so they’re having to deal with that before we can have a look.”

      Jael frowned. That didn’t surprise her. “Let me know if you learn anything. I’ll check in later.”

      “How’s Mac?” Norwood asked as she slid in behind the steering wheel a few moments later.

      “No change. Still in surgery.” She turned the key in the ignition and guided the car away from the house.

      “Jael?”

      “I’ll explain when we’re away from here.”

      He glanced across the car at her, his brow knitted in concern. She knew he was worried, possibly even suspicious, but she didn’t care. She needed to think. More than that, she needed to be sure how she wanted to handle the situation. Because of what he was, he presented a danger to her even if he didn’t know what she had in mind.

      And what she had in mind did not need to be done in front of cameras and witnesses.

      Five minutes later, she parked in her own garage. She bought the house six month earlier. Not only was it closer to Chelsea’s and Brandon’s high school but it was only a few blocks from Mac’s and Jackson’s house. Now, however, it gave her someplace private to hold what promised to be a very difficult discussion. There was the added benefit that each room held hidden weapons she could use if necessary, assuming things went south.

      “Jael?” He reached over to open his door.

      “Nate, you have thirty seconds to explain why you weren’t at Mac’s this morning when you were supposed to be.”

      “What?”

      He turned in his seat to face her, only to come up short. His breath hissed out at the sight of her gun, its barrel mere inches from the sweet spot in the center of his forehead. Her expression hard, she motioned for him to do nothing stupid.

      “Think very carefully before you do or say anything.” She opened her car door and slid out. Once she had, she motioned for him to slide across the seat in her direction and step out. “Slide your hands into your belt behind your back, palms out. We’re going inside for a little discussion.” As she spoke, the garage door slid shut, closing them off from prying eyes and ears.

      Snarling, Norwood did as she said. Anger radiated off of him as he slowly walked ahead of her. She had no doubt that had she been anyone else, he’d have tried to disarm her. Fortunately for both of them, he knew her and knew she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot. More than that, if he was as smart as she thought, he’d know she wouldn’t shoot to kill but to hurt him enough to stop him until he answered her questions. Then she’d turn him over to Jackson and nothing she did would come close to what the pride leader would do if Norwood had a hand in what happened to Mac.

      “It’s unlocked,” she said when he stopped before the door leading inside the house. “Left hand, fingertips only.”

      This time Norwood’s frustrated growl sounded much like his coyote. But he was smart. He did exactly as she said. Good. A bullet made for an amazing equalizer when it came to shifter versus human and she wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of it if she thought for one moment he had anything to do with what happened to Mac. She’d prefer not to.

      “Sit down.” She gestured with her free hand at the kitchen table. “Feet flat on the floor, both hands on the table where I can see them. But first, take your gun out and leave it in the sink.”

      “Jael.”

      “Do it!”

      She watched, her finger on the trigger, as he complied. Once he was seated, she collected his gun. She removed the magazine and then cleared the chamber. Once done, she dropped the gun back into the sink and pocketed the rest of it.

      “You were supposed to be at Mac’s place by 0645 this morning. You were supposed to have additional information on the defendant for her to review on her way to work. So where were you? And why didn’t you call Pat or me when you heard the Officer Down call go out? You would have recognized the address.” She glanced across the table at him, her expression serious.

      “You’ve lost your mind if you think I had anything to do with what happened,” he rasped.

      She gritted her teeth and reminded herself she couldn’t shoot him—yet. Tempting as it might be, she didn’t know he’d been involved. Even if he wasn’t, he had a lot to explain.

      “Nate, I’m only asking once. Either answer my questions or I’m turning you over to Jackson and Ellen. They’ll get the answers from you and I promise they won’t be as gentle about it as I’m being.”

      He cursed softly and gathered his muscles to stand. Instantly, she bladed her body and tensed, ready to respond to whatever he might try. Anger flashed in his eyes, but she didn’t waver. Instead, she waited, not caring he could shift at any moment and try to run – or worse. Her kind hadn’t survived as long as they had without learning a few tricks of their own.

      “I’m waiting,” she said simply as he dropped back onto his chair.

      For a moment, he stared at her, his disbelief clear. Then he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. She watched as he fought his coyote for control. When he leaned back, she waited, giving him a moment to consider what he said next. Whether it was to explain where he was or figure out a lie she might believe, she could only wait and see.

      “I had a flat.” He all but spat out the words. “I came out of my apartment this morning to find two flat tires. Some asshole went through the lot, cutting into the sidewalls of more than a dozen of the cars there.”

      “So why didn’t you call it in? Why didn’t you call me and let me know you’d be late?”

      “I was pissed off, damn it.” He pressed his lips together and then scrubbed his hands over his face. “I didn’t think.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Put your gun down, Jael. You know me better than that. At least I thought you did.”

      She shook her head. He glared at her, his upper lip pulling back in a snarl.

      “I was still trying to figure out whether I had time to call it in and file a report before having to be at Mac’s when I heard the call come in. Then all I thought about was getting to her place. I forgot about everything else. I jumped into my truck and left.”

      She considered what he said. He normally drove a Jeep Cherokee because it blended it much better if he had to surveille someone than his tricked out pickup truck. “You know I’m going to check it out.” She didn’t say anything else. She didn’t need to.

      He closed his eyes. A moment later, his breath hitched and his hands fisted on the tabletop and she waited. If she was right, the implications of what happened finally dawned on him.

      “I’m such a goddamned idiot!” He pounded one fist on the table.

      “I’m not arguing.”

      How could she when there were too many similarities between what happened that morning and what happened the day Michael King and the others were ambushed? That day, someone got into the parking garage and slashed King’s tires, forcing him to take a different vehicle. It might be coincidence, but she didn’t believe in them. Besides, coincidence or not, it had to be investigated.

      “And my flat tires could be related to what happened to Mac.”

      He spoke softly, not that it fooled Jael. He was as angry as was she. Worse, the possible implications turned Jael’s stomach. It was bad enough when a normal perp decided to try to kill a cop. But if this tracked back to the shifters. . . ..

      Sensing the truth in what he said, Jael holstered her weapon. She wouldn’t apologize. He either understood or he didn’t. But her job, both as a cop and as a watcher, was to keep the pride and those sworn to it safe, especially Jackson and Mac as the alpha and his mate.

      “Tell the techs to check your vehicle for prints. Have someone from the squad contact the apartment’s management company. Get copies of the security feed for last night and this morning. Let’s see what it tells us. And file a damned report on the incident, Nate.”

      She didn’t tell him to pull his head out of his ass. He was beating himself up enough already. Even so, she wanted to shake him—or pound his head against the wall. He should have realized there might be a connection between what happened to his car and Mac’s shooting and he hadn’t. He was a better detective than that. Still, she understood. News of Mac’s shooting had shaken him, just as it had the rest of them.

      He nodded and sent a quick text to someone. Then he returned to the table and closed his eyes. She gave him a moment to pull himself together. The squad needed him – Mac needed him – thinking clearly and calmly. If he couldn’t do that, she’d send him back to the station and make sure Pat put him on desk duty for the duration.

      “Pull it together, Nate, and tell me what you’ve found so far.”

      He opened his eyes and looked at her. She knew his answer before he spoke.

      “Nothing. Not one fucking thing.” Once again, his fist beat against the tabletop once, twice. Then he pushed off and stepped away. “The techs are already working on the video feed from her security system. They should have something for us before long. Other than that, nothing solid. No physical evidence that we’ve found so far. So either the shooter policed his brass or he used a revolver.

      “None of the neighbors we’ve interviewed saw anything useful. A number of them heard the shots and ran outside in time to see the van you described driving off. They couldn’t see inside because the dark tint on the windows. Tanaka is getting consent forms signed for any video feeds the neighbors might have that could help us. We’ll get search warrants as needed.”

      “All right.” She thought for a moment. “Did you hit on anything that might indicate the shooter wasn’t a normal?”

      He shook his head. “No, not that it means much. The morning’s been windy and I didn’t reach the house until half an hour after the shooting.” He blew out a long, shaky breath. “Damn it, I should have called her, warned her something might be wrong.”

      He should have, just as Mac should have checked the video feed before opening the door. But should haves didn’t help their friend, not now.

      “Put it behind you, Nate. If you can’t, tell me now.” She waited, watching closely as he considered not only what she said but its implications.

      Back stiff, shoulders straight, he all but stood at attention before responding. “I can do it.” He didn’t add the “Ma’am” but he might as well have. It was enough, however, to have her nod once in satisfaction.

      “Just so you know, I contacted General Flynn. He is putting both our squad and Mateo’s on stand-by.”

      Norwood nodded this time, his expression grim. “Good.”

      “But we are holding off calling them in for the moment. Without more of reason to believe Mac being a shifter has something to do with why she was attacked, we need to keep this in-house. However, I won’t hesitate to bring in one or both squads if anything points to that being the case.” Of course, she had no doubt Flynn, not to mention Mateo, would be in town before the end of the day.

      For a moment, Jael considered her options. If the general officially requested she act as liaison between DPD and his command, she wouldn’t have to worry about following the rules as she tracked down the shooter. Better yet, she’d have more resources available to find and deal with the bastard who shot Mac.

      Tempting as it was, she knew better. If Homeland Security, the cover for Flynn’s command, suddenly stepped in to take over the investigation, people would start asking questions she didn’t want to answer. Nothing so far indicated this was anything more than a random shooting or, more likely, revenge for an arrest Mac made some time in the past. There was no grand conspiracy that could be used to explain away why the Feds had been called in.

      More than that, she knew Mac wouldn’t thank her for bringing in Flynn and the others. Mac was a cop, one of the best Jael knew, all the way down to her bones and she expected those who worked with her to be the same. Any other day, Jael would agree with her. Hell, she’d taught Mac how important that was. But today, after seeing her bleeding out on the floor of the entry hall, all Jael wanted was vengeance and that meant she needed to do as she’d told Norwood.

      She needed to get her emotions under control.

      “C’mon, Nate, we’ve wasted enough time. Let’s go find the bastard who shot our captain.”

      She tossed him the keys to the sedan and left the house. The sooner they found the perp, the better.
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      Pat read Jael’s text message and closed her eyes. At least that answered one question. Unfortunately, it spawned at least half a dozen more. While she’d never really considered the possibility of Norwood being involved in Mac’s shooting, the question had to be asked, especially since he hadn’t reported in. Jael seemed satisfied he wasn’t. Even so, Pat would have her own discussion with the detective before the end of shift. Involved or not, he should have reported in instead of simply striking out on his own.

      She sent a reply, telling Jael to take what time she needed at Mac’s to talk with Tanaka and others working the case. They needed to know everything was being done to save their captain. Conversely, she needed to make sure the investigators didn’t miss anything. Maybe by the time Jael stopped by the station on her way to the hospital the techs would have pulled something off the security feeds from either Mac’s house or some of the neighbors. Surely one of the cameras had gotten a good look at either the shooter or his van.

      “LT.”

      Pat slid her phone into her pocket and looked up. Officer Murray stood in the doorway of the waiting room that had been set aside for Mac’s family and the members of the DPD staying with them. Murray nodded down the hall, indicating someone was approaching. Judging from the direction of her nod, Pat assumed it was one of the doctors who had been treating Mac. A quick glance at her watch showed almost five hours had passed since the Office Down call came in. Hoping for the best, Pat closed her eyes and offered up a quick prayer. Then she stood and moved to Murray’s side.

      She watched as Dr. Patek neared. He wore a fresh pair of scrubs. What worried her was the strain around his eyes. Seeing her, he nodded once, his expression grim. What that might mean, she didn’t dare guess. Instead, she nodded in return before turning and hurrying to where Jackson sat between Mac’s mother and grandmother, his hands in theirs.

      “Dr. Patek’s coming,” she said softly.

      They stood and waited, their fear easy to see. Every cop and, until then, Pat hadn’t realized just how many remained, also stood. They formed a protective semi-circle around the three, ready to do whatever they could to help. Silence hung heavily in the air as the surgeon stepped inside.

      “Dr. Patek,” Ellen Santos, Mac’s grandmother, said as he joined them. “How is she?”

      “I’m not going to lie. Captain Santos is gravely injured. She survived the surgery, but it was touch-and-go more than once. We’re doing everything we can for her, but she lost a great deal of blood and suffered a number of internal injuries.” He glanced around, as if seeing the wall of cops for the first time. “I know she’s one of yours. But, right now, she’s mine and I am going to do everything I can to save her. For now, I need everyone except the captain’s immediate family and Lt. King to step out. Please.”

      Before any of the cops could protest, Marie Duncan stepped forward and simply motioned to the door. One corner of Pat’s mouth lifted in a wry smile as they obeyed the woman. Marie might not wear the uniform, but there were few in the department who didn’t know who she was and who didn’t respect her for all she did. Then, as Marie followed them out, Pat turned her attention back to Patek. She could think of several reasons why he wanted to speak with them privately and none of them reassured her. At least he wasn’t trying to keep her out of the conversation. Hopefully, that meant he had at least something bordering on good news.

      Patek waited until Marie closed the door behind her. Then he moved as far from the doorway as he could. As he did, he motioned for everyone to be seated. Jackson moved like a man barely functioning, exhaustion and fear lining his face. Mac’s mother, Elizabeth, clung to his hand as if it was her only lifeline. Ellen remained standing, her expression closed but her fear alive in her eyes. Pat crossed to her and eased her into a chair at Jackson’s side. Then she turned her attention to the surgeon.

      “What I didn’t tell the others is that the only reason Mac’s still alive is because of what she is and that might not be enough. But my team is doing everything it can to keep her stabilized until her shifter genes can start healing her. That means there is hope. It’s not much, Jackson. But I can tell you this: if you and Jael had waited for the ambulance instead of bringing Mac straight to the hospital, she wouldn’t have survived.”

      “H-how bad?” Jackson looked at him, eyes filled with tears.

      “If she were a normal, I’d be telling you to start making arrangements.” Patek rubbed a hand over his face, his exhaustion clear. “Luck was on her side today. The vest stopped the bullet that would have shattered her spine. The bullet that struck her in the neck missed the carotid artery. Her shoulder will require time and rehab but even it could have been worse. I am, however, worried about the fourth bullet. It hit two of her ribs, fracturing them, before penetrating her lung. Bullet fragments and pieces of bone nicked the pericardial sac.

      “As for the bullet that struck her vest. As best I can tell, it was fired after she fell. It struck her mid-back. My guess is it was supposed to be the kill shot. At such close range, her back is badly bruised and there is swelling to her spinal cord in the area of impact. I don’t believe there will be long term damage, but we will have to wait and see. In the meantime, it shouldn’t be too long before she’s taken to her room. Instructions have been given to make sure she is placed in the security wing.”

      Pat nodded. She and the others who had been kidnapped in Cassandra Wilkinson’s abortive attempt to exert complete control over their kind had been treated in that wing before being moved to a safe house to complete their recoveries. Now it offered their best chance at not only making sure no one without authorization gained access to Mac. It also gave Mac the privacy she needed if Patek and the others treating her thought she should shift. However, judging from the seriousness of her injuries, Pat suspected that would not be happening any time soon.

      “I’ll need your written report, doctor, as well as Mac’s belongings and the bullet fragments,” Pat said.

      “The fragments, as well as Mac’s clothing and other possessions, are ready for you to take. You’ll have my report as soon as I finish dictating it.”

      She nodded. What else could she do?

      “If Mac makes it through the next couple of hours, we can start to breathe a little easier. Even then, she won’t be out of the woods.” He rested a hand on Elizabeth’s and Jackson’s. “You need to be prepared, but you also need to remember that she is a fighter. If anyone can come through this, it’s Mac.”

      “W-where is she?” Elizabeth asked.

      “She’s in Recovery right now. They’ll clean her up some and then monitor her for a while. If her condition remains stable, she’ll be taken to a room in an hour or so. You’ll be able to sit with her then. In the meantime, wait here. Once she’s moved, they’ll come get you.”

      Jackson nodded. Then he slid his arms around both Ellen and Elizabeth and held them close. Knowing they needed a moment alone, Pat motioned for Patek to join her a few feet away.

      “What didn’t you tell them?” she asked softly.

      For a moment, he didn’t answer. Then he took her arm and led her to the furthest point in the room from both the family and the cops waiting anxiously outside the door. Even then, he didn’t answer right away. She waited. Finally, he blew out a sigh and looked down, studying his running shoes. When he looked up, she knew she’d been right. There was more. But what?

      “Pat, she will survive, unless something unexpected happens.”

      She stared at him, sure she’d misunderstood. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my idea.” Patek looked up and misery filled his eyes. “But, like you, I have my orders.”

      “What does that mean?” she growled. Her cougar restlessly paced as it pushed against her control. Neither of them appreciated being manipulated, no matter what the reason.

      He glanced around and she had the distinct feeling he’d prefer being anywhere but there.

      “Pat, Mac is going to be all right. It will take time, but she will recover.” He gave her a moment to consider what he said. “And I may as well apologize for this as well. You’re get to tell them—” He nodded in the direction of Jackson, Ellen and Elizabeth—“the truth.”

      “Why?” Her voice deepened as her cougar pushed forward.

      “General Flynn and Chief Culver made it clear we aren’t to release Mac’s real condition to anyone outside of her immediate family and the inner circle. They want the shooter to think he might still succeed, and they don’t want to risk the truth leaking out. That means your cops needed to see them—and you—scared and suffering. I only hope they, and God, can forgive me.”

      Pat rested a hand on his arm and her expression softened. Flynn and Culver put him in a no-win situation. She didn’t like it, but she understood. Of course, she’d prefer someone else being the one to tell Jackson and the others what he’d done and why.

      “However,” Patek continued. “She’s got a long road ahead of her. I wasn’t lying about any of her injuries, especially the bruising and swelling to her spine. She very well might come out of this paralyzed or partially paralyzed. We won’t know until she regains consciousness. Even then, we might not know the full extent of the damage for weeks, maybe even months. The best thing, once she’s stronger, will be for her to go somewhere she can shift and stay in her animal form for several days, if not longer, and you know the danger with that.”

      Pat closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She knew the problem all too well. The longer their kind stayed in animal form, the harder it became to return to human. It was easy to lose oneself, to lose one’s humanity. When that happened, they became more like the weres who embraced their animal sides. Then there was the simple fact Mac was too well-known especially after what happened, to disappear from the public eye,

      “We’ll deal with that when we get to it.”

      What other choice did they have?

      At least Mac came from one of the oldest and most powerful bloodlines of their kind. That might be enough to help her survive staying in her jaguar form that long, assuming she survived.

      “What else?”

      “If she makes it through the next few days.” He held up a hand to keep her from interrupting. “I meant it, Pat. I do believe she’ll survive, but I also believe in being prepared for the worst. You know what these sorts of injuries are like, even for our kind. Because of that, we’re going to make sure Mac sleeps much of the these first few days. It’s necessary to give her body the time it needs to start healing. You know as well as I do that her instinct once conscious will be to shift. That means someone who knows what she is and who she trusts is going to have to be with her all the time. A shift right now will kill her.”

      “I’ll set it up. How about moving her to a safehouse?”

      “Once she’s stronger.”

      “I’ll see to it.”

      Well, she wouldn’t but she knew someone who could and would. After all, he’d made sure she and the others had been safely cared for away from prying eyes when they were found.

      “I’m going to leave orders allowing Jackson and two others to be in the room with Mac except when she’s receiving treatment. I assume you want a guard on her room?”

      “I do. We’ll also have uniforms stationed at both entrances to the secured wing. They will be there for the duration.”

      However long that might be.

      “All right.” He glanced back at Jackson and the women, compassion softening his expression. “The three of them can see her as soon as she’s brought down.”

      “Thanks, Doc. I’ll let them know.” And she’d send all but a few of the cops hanging around home or out to work the case. That was the best any of them could do just then.

      “LT?” Murray said as Pat stepped out into the hall where everyone waited.

      “You heard what Dr. Patek had to say. The captain’s out of surgery and is being monitored in Recovery. Once she’s stabilized, she’ll be moved to a room in the security wing. In the meantime, all the rest of us can do is pray and find the person or persons responsible for hurting her.”

      “Is she going to be all right, LT?” one of the detectives asked.

      “We don’t know yet.” She waited, giving them time to accept what she said. “I’m not going to lie to you.” Much. “Dr. Patek told the family to prepare themselves. One of the bullets broke several ribs, nicked one of her lungs and penetrated the pericardial sac. The bullet to her back hit her vest. The doctors think it was after she was down.” Several of those gathered cursed at that. She lifted a hand, stopping further comment. “We all know what that means. The bastard who shot her was going for a kill shot. Fortunately, they didn’t shoot her in the head. Even so, the damage was done. Her spine’s bruised and there’s some swelling as well. The doc said she could suffer some paralysis as a result. But that’s a worry for later. It’s going to be touch-and-go for a while before we know if she’s going to make it.

      “I know you want to be here for the captain and her family.” They nodded, expressions grim. “And I understand. I want to as well. But we have jobs to do, including finding the SOB who shot her. So, if you’re on the roster right now, get out of here and get to work. You can come back after your shift ends. Don’t forget, we need to have a presence at Malone’s funeral.” She glanced at her watch. “In two and a half hours. Check with Sgt. Kelsey to see who’s assigned that duty.” And she needed to remember to return to the station in time to change into her dress uniform so she could make an appearance. “Everyone else, it’s business as usual. Unfortunately, crime doesn’t stop just because the department is hurting.”

      Heads nodded and phones appeared, fingers flying over the screens as texts were sent.

      “Murray, you’re on the captain. You’ll stand watch outside her room in Recovery. Dr. Patek knows and will make sure no one gives you any grief. When the captain’s moved to the security wing, I want you on her door. Not at the end of the corridor. Not at the nursing station. On her door. You’re to stay there until relieved. Detective Timmons will let you know who your relief will be. For now, we’re working four-hour watches. No one in or out without hospital ID and without being on an approved list from the captain’s husband or myself. No exceptions. If you have any questions, you call me or Sgt. Lindsay.”

      “Understood, LT.”

      Pat glanced around, scanning the faces watching her. “The brass has already made it clear we aren’t taking any chances on the perp trying for the captain again. Most of you know the set up in the security wing. Guards will be posted at both entrances as well as on the captain’s door. If any of you want to volunteer to stand guard on your off-time, contact Timmons. He is coordinating the watch. Otherwise, we have jobs to do. Let’s go do them.”

      As the others began to wander off, Pat motioned for Murray to stay. “Check every ID, no matter what they say or who they are. No one gets in without you confirming they are authorized to be there. And by confirming, I mean you confirm them with me, Sgt. Lindsay or Chief Culver if they aren’t on the approved list you’ll be given shortly. Go on up now. I’ll be there in a few minutes to check the set-up.”

      “Understood, LT.”

      “Murray, don’t hesitate to tag me or Sgt. Lindsay if you have any questions or if something doesn’t feel right.” She thought for a moment and came to a quick decision. “There will be at least one other member of the squad inside the secured area with you. We’re not going to advertise their presence. They’ll be in soft clothes or scrubs. They’re your backup if you need it. Timmons, Lindsay or I will let you know who once they’re in place.”

      “Thanks, LT.” She glanced through the doorway into the waiting room. “Anything we can do for them?” She nodded to where Jackson, Ellen and Elizabeth sat.

      “Not right now.” Pat looked over her shoulder and her heart broke a little. “If you’re the praying sort, you might say a prayer or two for the captain. She needs all the help she can get.”

      She watched as Murray moved down the corridor in the direction of the elevator. Then she pulled out her cellphone and sent a quick text message to Timmons, asking him to assign Murray a backup as well as sending over two uniforms to watch the outer doors. Then she told him what Patek said about Mac, at least the part for public consumption. He’d make sure word spread. With that done, she returned to the waiting room.

      “Ellen, why don’t we get everyone some coffee and something to eat?” she suggested.

      Mac’s grandmother looked at her and, for a moment, Pat thought she might refuse. Then Ellen nodded. Pat waited as she leaned over and said something to Jackson and Elizabeth before climbing to her feet. As she did, Pat frowned in concern. For the first time in their acquaintance, Ellen looked her age. Grief and worry sat heavily on her, as it did on all of them. Worse, Pat knew she was about to add to it. Unfortunately, she saw no way around it.

      Almost silently, they walked down the corridor. As they passed an open door, Pat glanced inside. When she did, she smiled slightly to find it empty. The bed was neatly made. The monitors in their places against the wall. No patient would be returning any time soon. Good.

      “Ellen,” she began as she shut the door behind them. “There are a couple of things we need to discuss. I’m going to start with an apology and say that I knew nothing about this until after the fact.”

      “I don’t understand.” Her brow furrowed as she looked at Pat in concern.

      “Culver and Flynn told Patek they don’t want to risk the shooter making another try for Mac. Because of that, he purposely exaggerated the seriousness of her condition.” Ellen opened her mouth to say something and then snapped it shut when Pat shook her head. “She is seriously injured and she’s not out of the woods. But Patek does believe she’s going to make it. You need to remember that. I’ll tell the others once we’re away from prying eyes and ears. But, until she’s stronger, we aren’t going to let anyone else know. It’s for Mac’s safety. Remember that as well.”

      Anger flashed in the woman’s eyes and Pat had a feeling Flynn would soon be getting an earful.

      “Dr. Patek has arranged for the three of you to stay with Mac when she’s brought out of Recovery. Officer Murray will be stationed on the door to her room. We’ll have other officers stationed at each end of the corridor as well as someone in soft clothes in the unit as well.”

      “Thank you.” The woman tried to smile but failed.

      “Mac’s family, you know that.” Pat reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. “That means I’m going to do everything I can to find the bastard who hurt her.”

      “I know, Pat.” Ellen blew out a shaky breath and Pat saw her struggling for control. “She loves you, you know.”

      A slight smile touched Pat’s lips and she nodded. “I know. She’s my sister by choice, not just one of my alphas.” That was why she’d named her son Michael Mackenzie King. She wanted to honor not only his father but the woman who had become friend and sister to her. “Ellen, we don’t have much to go on right now. Because of that, despite everything we do to protect her, I can’t be sure they won’t try again.”

      “They’ll have to go through me if they do,” Ellen growled. Her expression darkened, and Pat saw her jaguar lurking in her eyes.

      “Through all of us.” Pat glanced at the door, making sure no one could overhear what she had to say next. “I’d feel better if we could move her to the safehouse right away, but we can’t. Not until she’s stronger.” And she would get stronger. Pat wouldn’t consider any other option. She couldn’t. “So, I’m going to do everything I can to keep her safe.” She bent and pulled up her pant leg.  A moment later, she held a holster and Sig Saur P938. “Take this and use it if you have to.”

      “Pat.”

      “Ellen, if something happens here, you won’t be able to shift. You know that. You know Mac wouldn’t want you putting yourself, not to mention the rest of us, at risk by shifting. This way, you won’t have to.”

      The older woman didn’t look happy. Pat understood but she saw no other option. Finally, Ellen took the gun and holster and carefully secured it in place on her right leg. Then she adjusted her pant leg to hide them. Pat nodded in approval and slid an arm around the woman’s shoulders, hugging her close.

      “I promise I will find the bastard who hurt her and make him pay.”

      “I know.” Ellen rested her head on Pat’s shoulder for a moment. “We’d best get that coffee you talked about and get back. I don’t want to be gone long.”

      Pat reached out and opened the door. As she did, she wished there was some way to turn the clock back and start the day over.
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      Jael stood on the front porch in much the same position she assumed the shooter had been. For a moment, she closed her eyes and ignored the sounds of cops and forensic techs working to find something that might shed light on who shot Mac and why. Instead, she visualized the scene from both the shooter’s point of view.

      God, it took balls to casually stroll up the walk and ring the doorbell. It would have been so much easier, and less dangerous, to have lay in wait for her somewhere, shooting her from afar. The fact this was done up close made it personal. But for whom? For the shooter or was there someone else involved?

      Too many questions and far too few answers.

      She pushed aside her frustration and focused, letting the scene play out in her head. He came to the door and rang the bell. Because of the timing, Mac opened the door, probably without checking to see who was there. Jael pictured her surprised expression to see the shooter. From the locations of her injuries, not to mention the gun near her head when Jael arrived, Mac had time to not only know what was about to happen but to respond. Just not enough time.

      Jael opened her eyes and glanced around. Three shots, all in fairly short order. No shell casings had been discovered. So either the shooter policed his brass or he used a revolver. Her money was on the latter. From what Jackson and the neighbors said, he hadn’t had time to police his brass. That meant he was either a pro or very lucky—or someone who did his homework.

      The one thing she wished she could do was what she’d seen Mac, and even Pat and Norwood, do on occasion. For not the first time, she wanted to be able to shift and use the enhanced senses of an animal form to look for things the human members of their squad couldn’t see or scent. Unfortunately, she couldn’t. That meant she needed to have Norwood come back with her after dark. She didn’t care if he had other plans. Nothing was more important than finding out what happened to Mac and why.

      Besides, if he’d acted like the excellent cop she knew him to be and had called Mac when he discovered his tires slashed, none of this might have happened.

      Stop it!

      She needed to give the man a break. He was beating himself up over what happened. Nothing she did or said would make more of an impact than what he was telling himself. He knew he fucked up. It was a hard lesson and one he wouldn’t soon forget. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to make sure he kept busy over the next few days so he didn’t beat himself up too much.

      “Please tell me you saw something we missed,” Tanaka said as she joined Jael on the porch.

      “I wish.” She motioned for Tanaka to walk with her to where her sedan was parked. “I don’t know what to think right now. Parts of what happened point to the shooter being a pro. Then I see something that screams amateur. All I know for sure is he’s damned lucky. If Jackson had been a few seconds quicker getting downstairs, if Mac had managed to get to her gun a split-second earlier, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

      “I know.”

      Tanaka glanced around and shook her head, a bemused expression on her face as she watched Mac’s neighbors. Some remained at the top of the street, helping the uniformed officers keep out the media. Others spoke with officers closer to the house. None seemed to wanted anything more than to do whatever they could to help find the man who shot Mac.

      “Sarge, I don’t have to tell you this is the most important case I’ve ever investigated. If there’s anything you think I need to be doing, please let me know.”

      Now Jael smiled and placed a reassuring hand on the woman’s arm. “Shelley, you’re doing fine. You have an excellent team supporting you and the LT will do whatever it takes to make sure you have all the resources you need to find the perp.”

      “I’d like you in on this, Sarge.”

      “Believe me, I’m going to do everything I can to help.” She thought for a moment, trying to decide whether to say anything else or not. “Shelly, unless Chief Culver says something different, I’m on the case. But you have to realize something as well. We’re on the clock here. The moment Homeland learns the captain’s been shot, they’re going to want to know what’s going on. They may even want in on the investigation. Not only do they have their hooks into her as the official liaison between DPD and them, but they very well might claim she is one of theirs since they weren’t above using her before.”

      Her expression grim and a little angry, Tanaka nodded. Not that Jael blamed her. She’d prefer keeping the feds out of the investigation, even General Flynn’s people, as long as possible. Bringing them in would only raise questions none of them wanted to answer.

      “I’m heading back to the station. Then I’ll head to the hospital to check on the captain. Tag me if anything breaks or if you need me to do anything.”

      “The only thing I can think of right now is seeing if Mrs. Duncan knows anything that might be of help.”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      Jael slid the key into the ignition a few moments later. As she did, her phone buzzed. Worried it might be the hospital, she reached for it. Seeing Mateo’s name on the display, she didn’t know whether to cringe or worry. She had no doubt the man was as pissed off as she was about what happened to his cousin. Hell, she knew he was. The short conversation they’d had not long after she got Mac to the hospital had been pointed, to say the least. Now she wondered if he was already in Dallas and letting her know or if there was more to his call. Well, there was only one way to find out.

      “Lindsay.”

      “Anything?” Major Mateo Santos asked in return.

      “She’s out of surgery, but I assume you already know that.”

      He made a sound she took to mean he did.

      “As for the investigation, so far nothing of any real use.” She quickly filled him in on what little they knew.

      “What about the security feed?”

      “I haven’t seen it yet.” She activated her Bluetooth headset and pulled away from the curb. “We’re playing this by the book. Jackson gave permission for us to access the video feed. Our techs are working on it now to break the encryption.”

      A muttered curse came from the other end of the call. “I’ll make sure you have a clean copy within half an hour.”

      “Thanks.” That would save time and she had a feeling every moment counted. If they didn’t find the shooter soon, he would try for Mac again. “Where are you?” She’d feel better knowing he was in town, keeping an eye on his cousin.

      “We’re just finishing up an assignment out of the country. It’s going to be tomorrow before I reach Dallas.”

      “Understood.” She waited as she was waved through the barricade at the end of the street before continuing. “We don’t know much beyond the fact there was a single shooter involved. He walked right up to the door and shot her when she answered it. He managed to get away before Jackson could get to him. The neighbors are doing all they can to help. That means we have a ton of cellphone and security cam footage to go through.”

      “If you need to use our resources, do so,” he said.

      “I will, but we don’t need it—yet.” She thought for a moment before continuing. “There is one thing.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Nothing, so far, points to this being anything but either a random shooting or aimed at Mac because she’s a cop. But I don’t like running risks. Can you make sure we have eyes on all the players in town just in case.”

      She might not be able to see his expression, but she had no doubt he smiled like a predator that just caught scent of its prey.

      “I’ll make sure we have eyes on the lycans and their close associates.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “I just left her place and am heading to the hospital.”

      “I’m trusting you to keep my cousin alive until I get there, Jael.”

      “Just get here, Mateo. Unless I’m mistaken, and I pray to God I am, she’s going to need all of us before this is over.”
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      Unconsciousness receded. With it came the pain. Pain so bad she whimpered and wished she could crawl back into the black whole of unconsciousness. But she couldn’t. She needed to know what happened. The last thing she remembered the pain, even worse now, before the world went dark.

      God, please let this be a nightmare.

      Other sensations slowly registered through the pain. The antiseptic smell of a hospital. No matter what they did, that smell lingered, and her jaguar wrinkled its nose in distaste and then sneezed. The soft beeping of machines one part of her brain realized monitored her condition. Heart rate, blood pressure, respirations. They annoyed her, distracting her and reminding her something bad happened.

      Other scents, scents she knew. Scents that reassured her. Her mother and grandmother. Her mate. Thank God, he was safe. Whatever happened, it hadn’t touched him. Nothing else mattered.

      Eyes still closed, she took stock of herself. Something was wrapped around her neck, tighter than a turtleneck but not so constricting that it restricted breathing. Her shoulder throbbed with each beat of her heart. That side and her chest hurt. Hell, each breath made her want to scream in agony. There were others aches and pains, but they paled compared to the rest of them.

      Shift, her jaguar urged. We need to shift to heal.

      God, she wanted to. But she had a vague memory of Jael telling her she couldn’t. She remembered the doctors telling them Pat couldn’t shift when she’d been so seriously injured. The strain of the shift would have killed her friend. Something told her it might do the same to her. But she wanted to shift so badly.

      Moaning in pain as she shifted positions, she opened her eyes. Instantly, her family was at her side. Jackson took her right hand in his. Ellen let someone know she was awake. Elizabeth stood next to Jackson, her hand resting on Mac’s thigh. All looked as if they’d aged years, maybe even decades.

      How long had it been?

      “Lie still, sweetheart. You’re going to be all right.” Jackson’s voice broke and he cleared his throat.

      “H-hurts.”

      “I know, love.” He bent and brushed his lips gently against her forehead. “The nurse will be here soon.”

      “Where?” She turned her head on the pillow, trying to focus on her surroundings.

      She lay on a narrow bed. If the smells and sounds hadn’t told her she was in a hospital, the metal bedrails, the IV bag hanging above her and the utilitarian furnishing did. But the room seemed too large for a hospital room, especially when she saw the recliner, sofa and what looked like a cheap coffee table across from the bed.

      “Baylor,” her mother answered.

      Mac’s brow furrowed. Then her eyes widened as the pieces began to fall into place. She recognized the room. If it wasn’t the same room Pat had occupied more than a year ago, it was a twin to it. That meant she was in the special wing set aside for VIPs and others who required added security to keep the media and others away from them while they recovered.

      “What happened?”

      Why couldn’t she remember?

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Ellen asked.

      “Getting ready for work. Going downstairs when the doorbell rang.”

      There was something else. It was right there, on the edge of memory. Elusive, but important. What was it?

      She closed her eyes and thought back. The doorbell rang and Jackson said something about Jael being there. She’d hurried downstairs. She had court that morning and wanted to review the case file before testifying. She opened the door. Oh, God, he’d shot her!

      “Jackson.” She held onto his hand, her eyes almost wide as she searched for any evidence he’d been hurt.

      “Shh, babe. It’s all right. You’re safe.”

      “You?” She tugged at his hand, trying to sit up only to have her mother and grandmother hold her in place. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      Jackson shook his head, his expression miserable. “No.”

      She frowned, “What? Tell me?” Had someone else been hurt?

      “I let him get away.” Jackson ground the words out. “I wasn’t fast enough. He hurt you and I let him get away.” He shrugged off Elizabeth’s hand when she tried to soothe him.

      “Don’t.” Mac groaned as she shifted positions before tugging her husband’s hand with enough force he looked down at her. “Don’t,” she repeated. “Couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”

      “God, Mac.” He lowered his forehead to hers. “I’ve been so scared.”

      She heard the fear in his voice, saw it in her mother’s and grandmother’s expressions. That, added to her pain, made the urge to shift even stronger. Whoever shot her was still at-large. If he managed to get past security, she wouldn’t be able to protect herself, not as she was then.

      Shift, Cait told her.

      “Mackenzie, no!” Ellen snapped as Mac’s control over her jaguar slipped.

      “Hurts, Gran.” She didn’t whine, but it was close. Between pain and fear, instinct fought with the knowledge she needed to boy her grandmother, one of the strongest alphas in recent memory. “Need to shift.”

      “No, baby, you can’t.” Elizabeth’s fear for her cut through Mac’s pain. “You need to heal some before you shift.”

      “Need. To. Shift.” She ground it out, her voice rough if weak as Cait took more control.

      “Mac, no.” Jackson rested a hand on either side of her face, making her look up at him. “Your mother’s right. You need to heal some. If you shift now, you’ll only hurt yourself.”

      “Mac, I promise you’re safe. All you need to do right now is focus on getting well. Leave the rest of it to us. I swear no one and nothing will get past me to get to you.”

      Her mother sounded so fierce Mac relaxed. It didn’t matter she that couldn’t shift. She no longer needed to. Not now, at any rate. Her family would protect her. Seeing the ferocious determination in Elizabeth’s eyes, she smiled slightly. The bastard who shot her would find out what happens when you piss off a mother if he was foolish enough to try for her in the hospital. It didn’t matter that Elizabeth didn’t shift. She was in full protective mother mode and there was nothing more dangerous.

      Mac grimaced as she tried to find a more comfortable position. Pain tore through her shoulder and side. Gasping, she gripped Jackson’s hand, anchoring to him. The world pitched around her and she closed her eyes. God, how badly was she hurt?

      “Mac, it’s all right. Just hang on,” Jackson soothed, his voice betraying his concern.

      “H-how bad?”

      “Not nearly as bad as you probably feel.”

      She opened her eyes at the sound of a new voice. When she did, she saw Dr. Patek standing next to the bed. He smiled at her before carefully pulling back the covers. That’s when Mac realized her left arm rested in an immobilizer across her stomach. He touched her fingers and then rested his own fingers on that wrist, checking her pulse.

      “How do you feel?” he asked as he watched the monitors over her bed.

      “H-hurts like hell.”

      “You’re going to for a while.” He apologized when she hissed in pain as he tilted her head to the side and carefully removed the bandages at her neck. “I won’t lie to you, Mac. You were shot four times. Your vest caught one of the bullets. The other three hit you at the neck, shoulder and side. You will be all right, but it’s going to take some time to fully recover, even with the advantages of being a shifter.”

      She swallowed hard. Before the fear could take root again, Jackson softly soothed her.

      “Mac, you are going to be all right,” Patek repeated. “And so you don’t start worrying because there isn’t a line of cops coming through checking on you, Chief Culver asked us to exaggerate the seriousness of your condition. He doesn’t want to risk the shooter trying for you again. That means they aren’t allowed in. Jael, Mrs. Duncan and Pat will be their eyes and ears to you for the immediate future.”

      She nodded. It made sense. She wasn’t going to argue, at least not until she felt better.

      “H-how long?”

      “Since you were shot?” Patek asked and she nodded. He glanced at his watch. “About seven hours or so, give or take.”

      She closed her eyes and blew out a short breath. Not that long. She needed to remember that. Needed to remember it took time to run an investigation, especially like this one. Pat and the rest of the squad were the best to do it. They’d find the shooter and bring him in.

      She had to be satisfied with that.

      “Now I want you to relax and let me finish examining your wounds. Your family will be right outside.” Before the others could object, Patek shook his head. Then he motioned toward the door. “It will only be a few minutes,” he promised as a nurse stepped inside.

      “Go,” Mac said even though the last thing she wanted was for them to leave. “I’ll be all right.”

      God, she hoped so. But, as badly as she hurt, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      “You can quit worrying, Mac,” Patek said as the door closed, leaving just the two of them and the nurse in the room. “You really are going to recover. Now lie still and let me have a look.”

      She closed her eyes, telling herself she could trust him. She had to trust him.

      No, what she had to do was recover and find the bastard who tried to kill her.
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      Jael rapped on the doorframe of Pat’s office. The lieutenant looked up and motioned her inside. Stepping into the office, Jael studied the blonde. As she did, she found it hard to believe less than eight hours had passed since she made the call telling Pat Mac had been shot. It felt like days had passed. Judging from the strain in Pat’s expression, the blonde felt the same.

      “Please tell me you found something,” Pat said as she motioned Jael inside.

      Jael smiled and closed the door behind her. She could finally say she did have something that might just help them solve identify the shooter. Of course, they wouldn’t be able to use it until their own techs managed to decrypt the video file. Still, she had a way around that if necessary. But, for the moment at least, the two of them could look at the security feed and decide the best way to proceed.

      She dropped onto a chair in front of Pat’s desk and sighed wearily. She felt a million years old. What she wouldn’t give for an hour’s nap. She didn’t care if it was in the crib downstairs or on the floor in Mac’s office. A few minutes to close her eyes, gather her thoughts and get a handle on her emotions. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen. There was too much to do.

      “Jael?”

      “Hypothetically, let’s say I got a gift from a mutual friend of ours, one with contacts and resources we may need to call in.” Cryptic but enough for Pat to inhale sharply before leaning forward, her eyes alight with hope. “And let’s say that gift was the decrypted video feed from a certain security system. I assume you’d like to see it.”

      “I most definitely like to see such a hypothetical video.” In that moment, she looked like the predator she was when shifted.

      Jael reached down and dug inside her backpack. A moment later, she pulled out a military-grade laptop. With it carefully balanced on her knees, she opened the lid and booted it up. As she did, Pat waited. When Jael looked up from the screen, the lieutenant arched one brow in question. Jael grinned and shrugged.

      “Another gift.”

      She stood and carried the laptop to Pat’s desk. A moment later, she called up the video file Mateo sent. After angling the screen so they both could watch, she started the video.

      The motion-activated camera came on as a van parked at the curb, Unfortunately, it sat at an angle the prevented them from seeing a license plate, if there was one, or anything else that might help identify it. It was a plain white van similar to those used by so many private delivery companies.

      The van shifted as the driver’s door opened. A moment later, the driver appeared from around the van. He wore a generic shirt and pants, much like an independent delivery driver might. His ball cap was pulled down low over his eyes, obscuring much of his face. but it was the bulge under his shirt that caught Jael’s eye. She recognized it for what it was and cursed herself for not getting to the house sooner. If she had. . . .

      About halfway up the walk, the man paused. Then his shoulders slumped and Jael frowned. His posture wasn’t what she’d expect from an experienced hitman. Hell, it wasn’t even what she’d expect from someone determined to kill Mac for personal reasons. For a moment, he seemed to hesitate. He glanced around and straightened, as if gathering his nerve. Then he finished walking to the door. He reached out and rang the bell, something the audio picked up.

      As he waited, he mumbled something. Jael looked up at Pat to see if she understood and the blond shook her head. Hopefully, the techs would be able to clear it up. Everything, no matter how small, would help them build a profile of the shooter and that would help lead to his arrest.

      As he waited, the man shifted nervously from foot to foot. He glanced over his shoulder, making sure no one noticed him. Jael cursed silently as she watched. Everything about his screamed amateur. She was watching a very scared man. Unfortunately, he also appeared to be determined. But why? Why would he take sure a risk?

      He seemed to take a deep breath as the camera picked up the sounds of someone unlocking the door. At the same time, Mac could be heard saying, “You’re early.” The door opened and their worst nightmares came to life. At the same time, much of what Jael suspected went out the door.

      The man lifted his arm, gun in hand. He apologized and fired three shots. Even though Mac remained out of camera range, Jael knew what happened when the man stepped inside. A fourth shot sounded, almost drowning out the man telling Mac she should have paid attention. Almost instantly, Jackson yelled for Mac. The shooter reappeared in the video, hurrying down the sidewalk toward the waiting van. A moment later, Jackson raced outside, running after the man in a vain attempt to stop him.

      Without a word, Jael replayed the video. It lasted less than three minutes but they were the longest three minutes of her life. When the video came to an end the second time, she closed the laptop. Pat sat back, shaking her head in disbelief. Then she looked up at Jael, anger burning in her eyes.

      “Have you checked with the techs to see how close they are to cracking the encryption?” Pat asked.

      “They’re working on it. I’ve told them I contacted those who set up Mac’s security system. The techs should have the key ASAP.”

      Pat nodded, her expression thoughtful.

      “Mateo said they should have it within an hour or so. He was going to send it right away and I reminded him we need to make this look like we’re going through all the proper channels.” She didn’t like it, but she was damned if she’d give Wysocki or anyone else reason to question how the investigation was being run.

      “All right.” Pat leaned back and rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. “Did you recognize the shooter?”

      “No. You?”

      “I don’t think so.” She sat up and blew out a breath. Then she checked her watch and cursed softly. “I need to get to the hospital. Culver wants me at the press conference.”

      Jael chuckled softly, almost evilly. “Have fun.” She ducked the wad of paper Pat launched at her.

      “I could order you to go with me,” Pat reminded her.

      “But you won’t. You want me out on the streets trying to find this bastard.” She tapped the lid of her laptop.

      “Get out of here before I change my mind,” Pat chuckled as she climbed to her feet. “Send the image to Tanaka. Tell her you have a contact with the security company who sent this to you. It’s not for release yet. But have her show the image to Mac’s neighbors and see if anyone recognizes it.”

      “Will do.” She stood and moved to the office door, turning back before leaving. “Pat, we’re going to get this bastard.”

      “And that video puts us one step closer.”
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      The far doors to the auditorium opened and a hush fell over the room. Reporters waited, recorders held at the read. Camera operators focused on the half dozen men and women who entered and climbed onto the stage. A man who looked like he might have once played professional football moved to stand behind the podium. His dark hair was cut short, almost in a military style. He wore the daily uniform of the DPD. His expression as he glanced around the room missed nothing.

      “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Sergeant Clyde Minahan. I am currently assigned to Media Relations for the Dallas Police Department. Speaking to you today will be Chief of Police Darnell Culver.” He went on to name several others, including members of Baylor’s medical staff. “Before we get started, a few ground rules. We will do our best to answer your questions, but we will not jeopardize the investigation nor will be violate the privacy of our injured officer or their family. One question per reporter and follow-ups may be allowed. However, only if the speaker indicates you may ask something else. Chief Culver?”

      Culver moved to the podium and shook Minahan’s hand. Then he took the sergeant’s place and looked out over the gathering, his expression serious.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, for the record, I am Chief of Police Darnell Culver.” He glanced at his notes and then put them in the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “The life of a member of the Dallas Police Force is always uncertain. Each time one of our officers straps on their weapon and picks up their badge, they know it might be the last. It is a risk they, and their families, accept. It is the cost of serving and protecting this great city and its citizens. Unfortunately, it is a risk that turned to reality this morning.”

      Cameras rolled and reporters took notes. Culver paused a moment before continuing.

      “At approximately six forty-five this morning, Captain Mackenzie Santos was ambushed at her home. An unknown assailant approached her house and rang the doorbell. When she opened the door, she was shot four times at close range. The suspect then fled. Captain Santos was transported here. The staff and doctors are doing all they can to save her.

      “It was only through the quick actions of Captain Santos’ husband, her neighbors and a member of the DPD who arrived within minutes of the shooting that the captain did not die on the scene. Not only did they work to stabilize her, they transported her to the hospital without waiting for the EMTs. I have been assured by the doctors here that, at the very least, it gave Captain Santos a fighting chance for survival.

      “As for the attack, at this point, we do not have a motive or an ID on the suspect. Investigators are interviewing witnesses and will be reviewing Captain Santos’ caseload to pinpoint anyone who might have a motive to harm her.

      “I want to make this very clear. The Dallas Police Department will not rest until we find the person or persons responsible for the shooting. There is no place they can hide that we won’t find. They need to do themselves a favor and surrender now.

      “For the rest of you, pray for Captain Santos and her family. Keep the members of the DPD in your thoughts. Today is a difficult day for all of us as we hold vigil for our injured officer and as we lay another officer, Patrolman Frank Malone, to rest.”

      “Chief Culver, what is the captain’s condition?” one of the reporters asked.

      “I’ll let her medical team brief you on her condition, but I will say this. We’re lucky the captain has survived this long.”

      Culver stepped back and Minahan took his place, introducing the head of Baylor’s Emergency Department. Ten minutes later, Minahan once more stepped up to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, we will hold another update at four this afternoon. Thank you.” He turned and escorted those who had addressed the media out of the room.  Cameras followed their progress. As the doors closed behind them, the image on the television screen changed to one of the on-scene reporters standing outside the hospital.

      “That was Chief of Police Darnell Culver and members of the medical team here at Baylor University Medical Center.”

      A coffee mug flew across the office, striking the far wall. Damn it! What did it take to kill that bitch?

      He turned his attention back to the television. He listened as a team of reporters recounted not only what had been said at the press conference but reported from their locations near Santos’ house. Unfortunately, they had no solid information for him. The only good news, if he could call it that, was the shooter hadn’t been identified or captured. But even that could be a ruse. He’d learned the hard way not to trust Santos and her champions to manipulate the situation to their best advantage.

      He frowned slightly and turned off the television. As he did, he glanced at the cellphone resting on the desktop. He should have known better than to trust anyone outside of his inner circle to carry out the job. But he also knew the importance of maintaining his distance from anything that had to do with Santos. Besides, he’d been sure he held all the cards this time. Obviously, he’d mistaken the degree of motivation needed to insure success. Now he needed to figure out the best way to clean up the mess without it splashing back on him.

      A simple job, or it should have been, shot to hell because of incompetence.

      He knew better than to be surprised, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept. Mackenzie Santos had the proverbial nine lives of a cat. Somehow, she survived Wilcox’s attack more than two years ago. Not only had she survived but it had awakened her latent powers as a shapeshifter. She survived the Circle not once but several times, defeating not only Wilcox but others who should have had no problem dealing with a shifter so new to her abilities. There were other times as well when she should have died, both before she started shifting and after. Each time she’d come through and each time his determination to end her and her bloodline deepened. Sooner or later, her luck had to run out.

      And he planned on making sure it was sooner rather than later.

      But first he needed to deal with the one who failed him. He might give the man a second chance. Or he might decide to use him to throw the police off the scent. Then he could deal with Santos in his own way and time.

      Part of him wanted to do just that, no matter what the personal risk. Santos needed to die and perhaps it was time to do his own dirty work. But not until he knew all other options, and loose ends, had been followed.
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      Pat climbed out of her department-issued sedan and glanced around. Nine hours. Nine hours since the 911 call went out. Nine hours since Jael and Jackson loaded Mac into the rear of the SUV to drive her to Baylor. Nine hours and she still lived. Nine hours without a break in the case.

      Shaking off her frustration, Pat stepped away from the car. As she did, she eased her control over her cougar. She needed the enhanced senses of her jungle cat. They gave her an advantage the other detectives didn’t have, one she wouldn’t hesitate to use. Not if it meant finding the bastard who shot her friend and former partner.

      “Damn, LT, now I understand why Jael moved to this neighborhood,” Det. Shelly Tanaka said as she crossed the lawn to where Pat stood. “The neighbors have been more than cooperative. Not one of them with security cameras balked when we asked for this morning’s footage. When we asked if anyone might have caught something on their phones, they simply held them out and told us to take them.” She smiled and then chuckled softly. “Well, a couple of the teens balked, but that was more because they had stuff on the phones they didn’t want their parents to find out about.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      Nor did the sight of a young couple who lived several houses down moving among the officers working outside the crime scene tape, handing out bottles of water and soft drinks. A grandmotherly sort followed with sandwiches for them. Two men who looked like they could play professional football had stationed themselves at the end of the sidewalk leading up to the house, the yellow tape at their backs. Pat had no doubt they’d gladly take anyone from the media who tried to get past them to the ground. The media might not recognize the difference between them and most other people who gathered outside a crime scene, but cops did. These neighbors were anything but looky-loos. They were there to back up and support the cops in any way they could. Mac was as much theirs as she was DPD’s and they would do what they could to protect her and Jackson’s privacy.

      “Have they been able to add anything?”

      Tanaka checked her notes before responding. “A couple of the kids were waiting for their school bus at the top of the street. They saw the van pull in. Couldn’t see the driver but they both said there was something off about it. It drove slowly, as if the driver was checking out the neighborhood. When I asked why they paid attention to it, they said the captain taught them to always be aware of what’s going on around them and to trust their gut. Their guts told them something was wrong. They even pulled out their phones and took video of it. We’ve sent the phones to the lab with orders to try to get what they can.”

      “Good.” They slowly crossed the yard toward the house. “Have you had a chance to show the perp’s picture around?”

      Tanaka nodded and then frowned. “I did. None of them recognized him. A couple thought they might have seen him before but couldn’t be sure. They’ve promised to tag me if they figure out when and where they did.”

      “It was a longshot. Still, maybe we’ll get lucky.” Pat watched as an evidence tech finished collecting blood from the entranceway. “Once the scene’s released, let’s get a crew in to clean it up. We don’t need the captain’s family having to deal with it.”

      “Already taken care of, LT. Some of the crime scene techs said they’d come back and handle it. Our people will help and even some of the neighbors have offered to as well.” She nodded out the open door. “One of them owns a landscaping business and has a crew coming over as soon as they get the go-ahead to deal with the front yard where the SUV dug up the turf.”

      “Good.” Pat looked way from the dried blood where Mac had fallen and shook herself. “If you need more help here or in chasing down traffic cams or business security feeds, let me know.”

      “Will do. Right now, the neighbors are taking a lot of the pressure off by keeping the media at bay and by not saying anything to them except ‘no comment’.”

      Pat chuckled. That had to chap the reporters looking for even one soundbite to use in their next report.

      “I’m going to do a walk-around. Then I need to head back to the station before I have to put in an appearance at Malone’s funeral.” She glanced at her watch. “I need your initial report by two. Chief of Ds and Chief Culver want a briefing on the case at three-thirty. There’s another press conference at four. I’ll do my best to keep you from having to be there. You and your team are better used in the field right now. Even so, the Chief may decide you need to at least answer a few questions from the press.”

      “I’d really appreciate it if I didn’t have to be there, LT.”

      Pat nodded, completely understanding, and started back toward her car. For a long moment, she stood in the middle of the front yard and stared up the street. Police barricades had replaced the makeshift barricades erected earlier by the neighbors. Two uniformed officers and several of Mac’s neighbors guarded the entrance to the cul-de-sac. Beyond them, reporters and their vans waited, shouting questions to anyone close enough to hear.

      She turned and strolled around the side of the house. As she did, she eased her hold on her cougar a little more. Instantly, the cat leapt to the front of her awareness. Her senses expanded and she felt the cougar’s anger and worry for their friend and alpha.

      Hunt! the cat demanded. Pat knew she meant the shooter and not their normal quarry of deer or rabbit. Hunt now!

      Aya, no. We don’t know the target, she said firmly. Do you scent anything we can use to find the prey?

      Her cougar didn’t like being told no. Pat chuckled at the mental image the cougar sent her of the cat turning her back on Pat and padding off in a sulk. Then Aya turned and lifted her head, drawing in air. As she did, Pat mimicked her. She opened her mouth slightly and inhaled, breathing deeply. Nothing, at least nothing she hadn’t expected. Too much time had passed.

      Damn it.

      But she would return that night and she’d shift. Maybe they’d get lucky.

      Good. Want to hunt the one who hurt alpha.

      “Me, too,” Pat said softly.

      Even though she knew Tanaka and the others had checked the backyard, Pat opened the gate and stepped through. This was more than a random shooting. Someone had targeted Mac. The security video seemed to confirm that. Why else would the shooter apologize just before opening fire? If that was the case, their paths had to have crossed somewhere. Even though she doubted the shooter was as experienced as they first thought, she felt sure he had studied Mac and her habits. That wasn’t easy when the target was a cop as good as Mac. She would have picked up most tails. So who shot her and why?

      As she walked the perimeter of the property, Pat took time to talk with very detective and uniformed officer she passed. She spoke with the neighbors. They all shared an anger and disbelief she understood. For the first time, she began to understand how Mac must have felt when she’d been kidnapped. The weight of finding not only Pat but the others taken with her and making sure the existence of shapeshifters didn’t become public knowledge, had weighed on Mac. Then they’d lost Mike in that damned ambush.

      Pat inhaled deeply and pushed down the pain of her husband’s loss. Losing him the way she did almost broke her. It would have if Mac hadn’t been there to help pick up the pieces.

      Now it fell to Pat and those under her command to find out what happened to Mac and to bring those responsible to justice.

      She started back to the house and stopped as a car came to tire-squealing halt at the foot of the driveway. Turning, her brows pulled together in a frown. Every cop there knew the car was a DPD issue. But it was the sight of the two people, one male and one female, who climbed out that brought everyone to a halt. Dressed in black suits, white shirts and black ties, the two looked like Feds. Pat knew better. IAB’s stink was all over them.

      For a moment, she considered cursing. Then her lips turned up in a predatory smile, her cougar lurking just behind her eyes. Aya wanted to hunt and these two would fit the bill nicely, figuratively if not literally. But first, Pat had something to do.

      She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Jael, giving her a head’s up that Wysocki was running true to form. Then she slid the phone back into her pocket and crossed the yard in the direction of the newcomers. Wysocki, or at least her detectives, was about to learn how foolish it was to take her on.
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      IAB on scene. About to send them packing, tails between legs. Will contact Culver. Make sure they don’t get near Jackson or Mac.

      Jael reread the text and then sent an acknowledgement. A moment later, she shoved the phone into her hip pocket and hurried off.

      “Make a path!” she yelled as hit the stairs at a dead run.

      Employees found themselves shoved to one side as she raced upstairs. She didn’t hear their questions or the occasional protest. None of that mattered. Not when she had a feeling all hell was about to break loose upstairs.

      Her phone pinged again as she reached the third floor, signaling another text. Reading it, she cursed long and hard even as she quickened her pace. Pat’s warning hadn’t come soon enough. Now she had a young uniformed officer doing her best to stare down an IAB rat, a captain rat no less.

      Could the day get any worse?

      She shoved open the door and stepped into the corridor outside the security wing. A frown pulled at her lips as she looked around. The officer she’d left stationed there was nowhere in sight, his chair empty. Part of her knew Wysocki had dismissed him. But another part already planned on teaching him a lesson about duty he wouldn’t ever forget.

      That had to wait, however. Protecting Mac and her family took precedence.

      Jael used the keycard Patek gave her to enter the security wing. As she did, she pulled her phone from her pocket and sent a short text to Pat, letting her know Wysocki was there. Then she moved purposefully down the corridor to where Officer Murray continued to stand her post outside Mac’s room even as Captain Julia Wysocki and two IAB detectives tried to get past her.

      “I won’t say this again, Officer. Step aside or you will be brought up on charges of hindering an investigation,” Wysocki said.

      Instead of answering, Murray stood her ground, blocking the door to Mac’s room. Feet shoulder width apart, arms folded behind her as if she were standing at parade rest, the young officer stared past the IAB captain, her expression cold and hard. Not once did she acknowledge the woman or the two detectives with her.

      “You had your chance.” Wysocki motioned to the detectives. “Cuff her and take her downtown. After you read her her rights, let her call her rep,” Wysocki ordered.

      One of the detectives took one step forward. Jael chuckled softly to see him come to an abrupt halt as Murray rested her right hand on the gun at her side. As she did, Murray looked directly at Wysocki.

      “Ma’am, I will once again remind you of my orders, orders I will not disobey.” Murray’s determined expression and the seriousness of her voice should have been enough to warn off anyone with an ounce of common sense. Apparently, that didn’t include Wysocki. “Lt. King and Chief Culver ordered the protective detail, of which I’m part of, to stand guard and let no one who isn’t a member of Captain Santos’ medical team or on an approved visitors list inside. You and your detectives are not on that list. My orders are, therefore, to stand my post and not let you through until you present me with clearance from either my lieutenant or the chief of police.”

      “Officer, I outrank you and I outrank your lieutenant. You will step aside.” Wysocki stepped forward into Murray’s personal space.

      “Captain, I understand you outrank me and my lieutenant, but my orders are, as I said, from not only the LT but from Chief Culver himself. I suggest you take it up with him because I am not standing down.”

      Jael smiled proudly. When this was all over, she needed to buy Murray a drink. Few cops had the balls to stand up to a senior officer, much less an IAB captain. Murray obviously did, proving she had a spine and that she was loyal to Mac, Pat and to the squad. That sort of loyalty deserved to be rewarded. More than that, Jael intended to do everything possible to keep Wysocki from targeting the young woman for simply doing her duty.

      “Officer Murray, I’ll take over now. Step inside and assure the captain’s family that everything is under control.” As she spoke, she looked forward to taking on Wysocki.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With that, Murray reached behind her and opened the door just wide enough to slip inside. Jael watched, nodding slightly as the young woman took up her post in front of the door, her body blocking the view through the narrow window. Satisfied, Jael moved to where Murray had stood. As she did, she wondered how the IAB captain would respond to having to deal with a seasoned veteran of the force.

      “Sergeant Lindsay, I assume you will be more cooperative than Officer Murray,” Wysocki began.

      Butter wouldn’t have melted in the woman’s mouth. Not that it mattered to Jael. She had absolutely no intention of doing what Wysocki wanted.

      “Ma’am?”

      “I need inside to interview both Mr. Caine and Captain Santos if she’s up to it.”

      Jael reached for the clipboard Murray had left on the chair to the right of the door. She made a production of checking it before replacing it on the chair. Once she had, she assumed much the same position Murray held and stared past Wysocki. As she did, she made a mental bet with herself about how long the IAB captain would wait before finally losing her temper.

      “Sergeant?” Wysocki drawled it out, her growing frustration clear.

      “With respect, ma’am, Officer Murray was following orders. You and your people are not on the approved list. Therefore, I have no choice but to deny your request.” She learned how to deal with officers like Wysocki in the Corps. Be respectful but firm and always have the brass at your back.

      “Sgt. Lindsay, you will stand down and step aside. That is a direct order.” Wysocki tried staring her down.

      Instead, Jael focused on a spot over the woman’s shoulder and waited.

      “Sergeant, unless you want to find yourself up on charges that will end your career, you will do as I say. We are here to investigate your captain’s shooting and that means we need to interview her husband. He was the only person present at the time of the offense and he must be considered a person of interest.”

      Anger flared but Jael kept her expression carefully neutral. Wysocki was nothing if not predictable. Next thing, she’d probably suggest Mac had done something to bring the shooting on herself.

      “Captain, my orders, as well as Officer Murray’s, come directly from Chief Culver and were reinforced by Lt. King. Chief Culver instructed us to stand guard and let only those on this list inside. He also instructed Lt. King and her squad to investigate what happened to Captain Santos. Unless and until the Chief rescinds his orders, I can’t do as you say.”

      As she spoke, she activated her phone. She did two things without more than glancing at the screen. The first was to activate the phone’s camera to record her conversation with Wysocki and the second was to call Chief Culver. She had no problem playing cat and mouse with the woman for the rest of the day, but she didn’t want Jackson and the others upset in the process. So she would do what Mac had when she took command of the investigation into the ambush murders of King and the others. She’d call in the big guns to deal with the IAB CO.

      “Sir, Sergeant Lindsay here,” she said when Culver answered her call. “I am standing post outside Captain Santos’ room.”

      “Is there any change in your captain’s condition?” he asked in concern as she put the call on speaker.

      “Negative, sir. Unfortunately, we do have a situation, one I’m afraid only you can deal with.” If that didn’t clue him in on why she called, nothing would.

      “Explain, Sergeant.”

      “Captain Wysocki and two members of her squad are here, sir. They apparently dismissed one of the officers standing post outside the security wing. I arrived in time to see them trying to convince Officer Murray to stand down and let them into Captain Santos’ room. Murray refused, citing your orders but Captain Wysocki insisted. When Murray repeated her orders and suggested the captain contact you, Captain Wysocki ordered her detectives to take Murray into custody.”

      “I beg your pardon, Sergeant. Would you repeat that?” Culver’s disbelief was clear.

      “She told her detectives to take Murray in on charges of interfering in an investigation. I stepped in then, sir, and instructed Murray to move inside Captain Santos’ room. I took over her post at that time. I consulted the list of approved visitors and neither Captain Wysocki nor any of her squad are on it. The captain refused to stand down and, in fact, said she was here to question Captain Santos. She also stated Mr. Caine is a person of interest.”

      “I see.”

      Such a simple comment and one that held a great deal of meaning. Jael’s lips twitched as Wysocki turned an interesting shade of purple. At the same time, the two detectives suddenly became interested in the tips of the shoes, the ceiling, anything except their captain. Jael had no doubt they hadn’t seen anyone stand up to their boss before. Perhaps they would think twice before trying to bully good cops again. If so, at least something good had come from all this.

      “Captain Wysocki.”

      “Sir?” She glared at Jael and tried to reach for the phone.

      Jael shook her head, all but daring her to take it.

      “I believe my orders to you this morning were quite clear. This is Lt. King’s investigation. Unless and until she finds some reason for IAB to be called in, you have no reason to interfere in the case.”

      “Sir, I’ll remind you again that it is departmental policy for IAB to investigate whenever an officer is the victim of a crime. More than that, Caine must be questioned about what happened, if for no other reason than to rule him out as a suspect.”

      Silence hung thick for a moment. “Sergeant Lindsay, you were first on scene, correct?” Culver asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you see anything to indicate Mr. Caine might have been involved with what happened?”

      Jael looked straight at Wysocki as she answered. “Negative, sir. Mr. Caine was clearly distraught over what happened. He and a neighbor were doing all they could to staunch the captain’s bleeding when I arrived. Mr. Caine has cooperated fully with investigating officers, giving consent to a search of the entire property, allowing access to the house’s security system, including its cameras, as well as all electronics. He also gave a preliminary statement to me and a full statement to Detectives Sears and Nguyen.”

      “It would seem, Captain Wysocki, all the bases are being covered,” Culver commented. “Or is it your position Lt. King and her squad aren’t capable of conducting the investigation?”

      “Sir, you know what I mean.”

      “What I know is that you have once again tried to insinuate yourself and your squad into an investigation without cause. Worse, in doing so, you disobeyed a direct order from this office. I suggest you stand down now and get back to the house. I want to see you in my office at which time we will discuss this concerning trend you’ve developed where Captain Santos is concerned. I assumed I’ve made myself clear.”

      “Yes, sir.” Wysocki said nothing else as Culver thanked Jael for bringing the matter to his attention. Then he reconfirmed his earlier orders. “I’m not done with you, Lindsay,” she rasped as Jael ended the call.

      “Captain, I suggest you consider very carefully before you say anything else.” Jael waited, giving her a chance to do just that. “Chief Culver’s orders are clear. I will not disobey them. Neither will any of those assigned to protect Captain Santos.”

      “Protect!” Wysocki all but spat. “You’re covering for her and you’ll take the fall just like she will. I don’t care if it’s the last thing I do, I promise you’ll pay.”

      “Ma’am, you really should have learned your lesson the last time you tried to take on Captain Santos. She’s a good cop, the best I’ve ever worked with. Whatever your problem with her is, it’s your problem and you are letting it cloud your judgment. I suggest you step back and reconsider before you make a bigger fool of yourself.” Now she took a step forward, purposefully moving into Wysocki’s personal space. “Captain, if you think Mackenzie Santos is a hard ass, I promise you I’m far worse. Remember that if you decide to come after me. If that day comes, you’d better make sure you don’t miss because you won’t get a second chance. Not only will I prove you acted out of personal malice, I will prove you have a vendetta against Captain Santos. Now I recommend you get a move on. The clock is ticking and I doubt you want to keep Chief Culver waiting.”

      For a moment, it looked as if Wysocki might say something. Then the woman turned to the two detectives and jerked her head toward the end of the corridor. As they stalked off, Wysocki turned back, her expression hard.

      “This isn’t over,” she said.

      “I beg to differ, Captain. However, if you want to press the issue, I’ll be glad to contact my advocate.”

      She watched as the three IAB detectives pushed open the doors at the end of the corridor and disappeared from sight. She continued watching the doors for a few moments, making sure they closed and locked. Satisfied, she sagged against the door, relieved things hadn’t gotten any more heated. Then she pulled her phone from her pocket and ended the recording. She thought for a moment before emailing it to herself, to Pat and to Mac’s and Jackson’s attorney. She knew better than to take any chances where Wysocki was concerned.

      “Jael?” Jackson asked in concern the moment she stepped inside Mac’s room.

      “Give me a sec and then I’ll answer all your questions.” She turned to Murray and placed a hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “Lolo.” She smiled when Murray ducked her head at her use of her nickname. “I don’t want you to worry about what happened out there. You did exactly as you should have and I’ll make sure the LT knows. Chief Culver already does, and he has your back, as do I. If Wysocki or her goons try to cause you any problems, you let me know. Understand?”

      The young woman nodded once, her relief clear.

      “Now I need you to find out what happened to the uniform who was supposed to be on duty outside the entrance to the wing. There was no one there when I arrived. Once you have, let me know where he is and why he left his post.” And she would figure out then how best to deal with him. But that wasn’t anything Murray needed to worry about. “Then I want you to get something to eat. I ’ll stay here until you return.”

      Murray nodded and slipped out of the room. Jael turned her attention to the others. Jackson and Elizabeth sat on one side of the bed, Ellen on the other. All three looked as if they’d aged a decade in the last few hours. Worry etched lines in their faces and filled the room almost like a living entity. But it was the fear in Jackson’s eyes when he looked at Mac that tore through Jael. She didn’t want to think about how any of them would react if Mac didn’t recover.

      Without a word, Jael moved further into the room, her attention on her former rookie. Mac lay motionless except for the slow rise and fall of her chest. A sheet and light blanket covered her from the shoulders down. Thick bandages covered the wound at her neck and Jael saw more bandages at her left shoulder. The machines above her head beeped softly. She looked so pale and fragile, but she lived. That was all that mattered.

      “Jael?” Elizabeth prompted.

      “Sorry.” She rubbed a hand over her face, more to give herself a moment to gather her thoughts than anything else. “Wysocki from IAB and two of her rat squad wanted inside to talk to Mac and Jackson.”

      “What?” Jackson’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I thought Culver left orders to keep her away from Mac.”

      “He did and you don’t need to worry about her. Culver not only knows what she tried and he’s ordered her to report to his office. He’ll make sure she understands this is the last time he’ll put up with her coming after Mac.”

      Not that she believed it would keep Wysocki from trying to interfere again. Sooner or later, she’d try again to force her way into the investigation. The woman had it in for Mac and until they knew why, they wouldn’t be able to stop her.

      “There’s more.” Elizabeth spoke simply but it didn’t fool Jael. Mac’s mother was one of the area’s top attorneys. She knew how to read people and knew when they weren’t telling everything they knew.

      “She said she needed to get Jackson’s statement since he might be a person of interest.”

      “She said what?” Jackson’s chair skittered across the floor as he surged to his feet.

      “Jackson, calm down.” Jael glanced back at Mac, praying she didn’t overhear. Then she waited until Jackson retrieved his chair and returned to his place next to the bed. “Culver squashed that right away. We pointed out that you not only gave me a preliminary statement but a more detailed one to Sears and Nguyen. Not to mention you didn’t demand we secure a warrant to search the house and electronics or to get your security videos. Also, to make sure there can be no confusion about what was said by whom, I recorded everything.”

      “I want a copy,” Elizabeth said firmly.

      Jael shook her head and then held up a hand when Elizabeth started to argue. “I’ve already sent a copy to Callie. Let her handle this for now.”

      Elizabeth’s mouth firmed. A moment later, she nodded. Then she stood. As she did, she reached for the cellphone resting on the table next to Mac’s bed. “I’m going to make a couple of calls. Jackson, I suggest you talk to Callie. Let her know Wysocki was here and that Jael sent her a video file. Ask her how she wants you to respond if that bitch shows up again. Tell her I think it is time we find out all we can about Captain Wysocki and why she has it in for my daughter. I’ll be back shortly.”

      “She’s right, Jackson. Go make your call. I’ll stay here,” Ellen told him.

      He nodded and leaned over to lightly kiss his wife’s forehead. Then he stood and walked toward the door. As he passed her, he rested his hand on Jael’s arm. A moment later, he stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

      Jael blew out a breath and moved around the bed. She looked down at the woman she trained as a rookie and who had quickly become family. Twice now, she’d stood at Mac’s bedside, wondering if she would survive her injuries. That was two times too many.

      “Have you found anything to explain what happened?” Ellen asked softly.

      Jael shook her head and dropped onto Jackson’s chair. “Nothing solid. But the squad is working as hard on this as they did on Mike’s case or when Pat and the others were taken.”

      Ellen glanced at her granddaughter, her expression worried. “I want the one who did this to her.”

      “Trust me, you’ll have to get in line.”

      “N-no.”

      Jael looked at the bed, disbelief and hope filling her. Mac lay there, her eyes open. Pain etched deep lines in her face. She swallowed hard once and looked around. As she did, her brow knitted and then fear flashed across her expression. Before she could try to sit up, Ellen stood and gently held her against the mattress.

      “Lie still, child,” her grandmother said.

      “Dear God, kid, you’ve had us scared.” Jael stood and reached for Mac’s right hand. As she did, Ellen sent for the doctor. Mac turned her head on the pillow and looked around. Then she closed her eyes, grimacing in pain.

      “H-how long?”

      “Not very,” Jael said. There was no need to remind her about the five hours in surgery and Recovery or the several hours since then.

      “Remember what Dr. Patek said, Mackenzie. You need to rest,” Ellen said.

      “Your grandmother’s right but, if you’re up to it, I need to ask you a few questions first.”

      “Jael,” Ellen warned.

      “No, Gran. Has to.” Mac grimaced as she shifted positions.

      “What can you tell me about the shooter?” Jael asked.

      “Not shifter.” She swallowed hard and closed her eyes again. “Maybe like you. Don’t know. Dressed as delivery man. Familiar but don’t know why. Can’t remember.”

      Despite the flash of excitement to hear Mac thought the shooter was familiar, Jael kept her expression neutral. “It’s okay, Mac. We’re working on it.” She lightly brushed the hair back from Mac’s forehead. “We’ve pulled your security video and your neighbors have given us theirs. We’ll find the bastard. You just worry about getting better.”

      “J-jackson?” Fear filled her eyes and her grasp on Jael’s hand tightened.

      “He’s fine, Mac. He wasn’t hurt,” Jael assured her.

      “Where?”

      “He and your mother stepped out for a moment to make a couple of calls. They’ll be back soon,” Ellen answered. “The twins got here not long ago. They’re downstairs in the cafeteria getting something to eat. And you are going to be all right. But you have to do as the doctors tell you.”

      “W-who was outside?”

      Jael cursed softly. Damn Wysocki. “You don’t worry about that, kid. They won’t be back. I promise.” She shook her head before Ellen could say anything. The last thing she wanted was for Mac worrying about Wysocki once more targeting her. “What else can you tell me about the shooter?”

      “White, maybe Hispanic. My height. Medium build. Couldn’t tell anything else.”

      “That’s enough to start with, Mac. You did fine.”

      “Something else. Can’t remember.” She closed her eyes. Her brow furrowed. “S-said he was sorry.”

      Jael inhaled deeply. Even having seen the video of what happened, hearing Mac tell her how the man apologized made it all the more real.

      “You did good, Mac. Rest now,” she said as the door opened and Dr. Patek entered.

      “She’s right, Mac. You need to rest so you and the baby make a full recovery.”

      Baby?

      Jael looked from Patek to Mac and then to Ellen. Patek nodded in confirmation, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Then he moved to stand next to the bed. Leaving him to examine Mac, Jael slipped out of the room. She didn’t care what it took, they would protect Mac. No one and nothing would hurt her again.

      A baby. That might be just the news everyone needed to keep from going on the warpath.
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      “I’m back at the station,” Pat said into her cellphone as she stepped off the elevator. “Anything new to report?”

      “Mac woke again and heard at least part of my discussion with Wyscocki.” Jael’s frustration couldn’t be denied.

      “Shit,”

      “Exactly.”

      “Were you able to talk with her?”

      “For a few minutes. Then Patek arrived and I thought it best to let him try to settle her down again.”

      Pat nodded even though Jael couldn’t see. “Was Mac able to tell you anything?”

      “Not really. She doesn’t remember much. Whether that’s because of the drugs or the trauma—or a combination of both—I don’t know. But she did confirm what we saw on the video.”

      “All right. Where are you now?”

      “On my way back to the station.”

      “Good. Find me when you get here. There are a couple of things we need to discuss before end of shift.”

      Pat slid the phone back into her pocket. A moment later, she pushed open the door and stepped into the bullpen. Day and evening shift detectives worked, some on their own and others in groups of two or three. Phones rang and were quickly answered. She had no doubt informants were being reached out to and pressure was being put on to find out anything that might help them learn the identity of the man who shot Mac.

      Leaving them to their work, she reached up and loosened her tie. In that moment, she felt a hundred years old. The strain of Malone’s funeral on top of Mac’s shooting was almost too much. Then there had been that damned press conference. Culver insisted she appear in her dress blues, a reminder to the media how much DPD sacrificed on a daily basis in order to protect the city. Now all she wanted was to hear they’d finally caught a break and were about to bring in the bastard responsible for hurting Mac.

      “Listen up!”

      Instantly, the bullpen fell silent. With all eyes on her, she crossed to the case board. For a moment, she studied the list of open cases. Too many. But there always were. That was especially true now, when the squad got called in on any serious assault case that might end with a death. Like it or not, she planned to hand off most of those cases, leaving only homicides and one other case with the squad. If Culver or anyone else objected, they could have her badge.

      “As of this moment, all cases on the board with the exception of Captain Santos’ that do not involve confirmed homicides are to be kicked back to the referring squads. Tell them they can send them back only when there is enough evidence to list them as a homicide. We work those cases and we find the bastard who shot our captain. Any questions?” She looked around the squad, noting how some of the detectives quickly gathered up files and shuffled them off to the side.

      “How is she, LT?” Buttkowski asked.

      “The doctors haven’t upgraded her condition yet.” She reminded herself that was to be expected. After all, less than twelve hours had passed since Mac was shot. “The good news, however, is that she has been conscious twice. Sgt. Lindsay spoke briefly with her the last time.”

      “Could she tell the sarge anything?” Sears asked.

      “Nothing that we don’t already know.” Pat scanned the faces around the room. “Tanaka, report?”

      Shelly Tanaka stood and moved to the front of the room. “We still have uniforms in the captain’s neighborhood, doing a door-to-door. The lab’s going over the evidence collected. Mr. Caine gave us the passwords not only to the various electronic devices we took from the house but to his email and social media accounts. There is nothing to indicate he might have anything to do with what happened. LT. I know we never really considered him a person of interest, but I suggest we make it very clear to the brass that he is off that list.”

      Pat nodded, unsurprised. “The video from their security system?”

      “The techs received the decryption key from the security company that installed the system for the captain.”

      Pat pressed her lips together to keep from reacting. No one in the squad except Jael, Norwood and herself knew what the “company” really was.

      “They are going over it frame-by-frame, but I’ve got a copy loaded up.”

      “Let’s see it.” She and Jael might not have recognized the shooter but maybe someone with the squad would.

      Tanaka nodded and switched off the lights in the bullpen. A moment later, the video screen lowered in front of the case board. No one spoke as they waited for the video to begin.

      Even though Pat had already seen the video, one hand fisted at her side as the video began. A man wearing what looked like a delivery uniform strolled up the sidewalk toward the front door. He paused halfway there and looked around. Then he reached up and tugged his ballcap down lower over his face.

      There wasn’t a sound in the bullpen as the man rang the doorbell. A few moments later, the door opened. Offscreen, Mac’s voice came over the video.

      “You’re early.”

      The man glanced up. The bill of his cap hid most of his face. It didn’t hide his slight frown or the way he shook his head. Someone gasped he raised his hand, revealing a gun.”

      “Pause it!” Pat snapped. She stepped forward and studied the gun and the hand holding it. “That’s a Ruger. Can anyone tell what kind of ring he’s wearing?”

      “Looks like a class ring,” Norwood commented.

      “I’ll tell the techs to get blowups of both the gun and the ring,” Tanaka said.

      Pat nodded and signaled to let the video continue playing.

      “I’m sorry, Captain. I don’t have a choice.”

      The sound of Mac’s purse and briefcase hitting the floor broke the silence. Then the man fired three shots in quick succession. Curses filled the bullpen as they watched him step forward. The gun angled downward and another shot sounded. In the background, they heard Jackson calling for Mac before racing downstairs. At the same time, the shooter turned to leave. He didn’t run. He didn’t even move fast until Jackson appeared in the frame. He ran out of the house, stopping midway across the front lawn as the shooter sped off in the white van. Then Jackson turned and raced back inside.

      “He apologized and he called her captain.” Pat ground out the words. “My bet is he knows her.”

      “Could he be one of us?” Tim Nguyen asked softly.

      Pat wanted to deny it but couldn’t. Not when she’d been asking herself the same question since first seeing the video.

      “Anyone recognize him?” she asked. Lots of heads shook but no one answered. “All right, Shelly. Tell the techs to run facial and voice recognition.”

      “Already done, LT.”

      “I want each of you to remember what you just saw. That bastard gunned down our captain in her own home. I don’t think any of us doubts he knew who she was before he shot her. I want every one of her cases looked at. I want every cop she’s had a run-in looked at, same for ADAs, defense attorneys, anyone. We will find this bastard and we will bring him in. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” they answered.

      “Jenny, Tim.” She looked to where Sears and Nguyen sat at their desks, their faces masks of fury. “Start digging into the case Mac was scheduled to testify in this morning. That includes the defense attorney. I want your preliminary report on my desk by ten in the morning.”

      “Consider it done,” Sears assured her. Nguyen nodded in agreement.

      “Timmons, you up for another assignment?” she asked the former detective turned reserve officer.

      “You bet, LT.”

      “I’m going to give you a list of officers I know have had a beef with the captain. Check them out, but quietly. I don’t want any blowback on them or us if they’re in the clear.”

      “Got it, LT.”

      Pat started toward her office and stopped. Like it or not, there was one more thing they needed to discuss. “What I’m about to say doesn’t leave this room. If you have a problem with that, step out now.” She waited, relieved when no one moved.

      “IAB made a move earlier this afternoon in an attempt to take over the investigation. Two of the rat squad showed up at the captain’s house while I was there. Let’s just say I sent them on their way as soon as I confirmed their captain ordered them there. If that’s not bad enough, Wysocki and two of her goons showed up at the hospital and tried to get in to see the captain and question her husband.”

      She gave them a moment to curse and fume. Then she motioned them to silence.

      “Let me start by saying Officer Murray did this squad proud. She stood up for our captain and she obeyed her orders even after Wysocki threatened to charge her with obstruction.”

      “She did what?” Sgt. Kelsey demanded from where he stood near the door to Pat’s office.

      Pat’s lips twitched slightly. Kelsey asked what all of them were thinking. But it was his outrage that struck a chord. Kelsey was renowned for his calm. Few had ever seen him angry. Not that Pat blamed him for being furious. Wysocki stepped over far over the line this time.

      “You heard me. She threatened to take Murray into custody and charge her with interfering in an investigation. Murray didn’t waiver and, fortunately, Sgt. Lindsay arrived at that time. Murray’s loyalty to the squad and to the captain will be rewarded.”

      Everyone nodded. A few promised to buy drinks or dinner or anything else Murray wanted. Whether she knew it yet or not, Murray had cemented her place in the squad that day.

      “As for Officer Kowalski, he will not be returning to this squad—ever. I won’t tolerate officers under my command disobeying orders.” Voice hard, Pat looked around the bullpen, making eye contact with everyone. She wanted to them to how serious she was.

      “As I said, Sgt. Lindsay arrived before Wysocki could follow through on her threat. After taking over for Murray, the sergeant contacted Chief Culver. The chief made it very clear to Wysocki and her people that this is our case. But you know as well as I do that she won’t back off for long. She has it in for this squad, for me and for our captain.”

      And Wysocki could go to Hell as far as she was concerned.

      “That means one thing. This case is now need-to-know only. It isn’t to be discussed with anyone who isn’t part of the investigation. If there’s a leak, I will find out who’s responsible and their head will be mine. Then I’ll turn you over to Chief Culver. Is that understood?”

      Everyone assured her it was.

      “The conference room next door has been reserved for the duration. That’s our op center for the captain’s case. Culver has a crew coming in to black out the windows and install electronic locks on the door. That door will be secured at all times. Only those authorized to work the case will be allowed entry. When someone isn’t in there working, the case board and all notes are to be locked away. We will move everything in tomorrow once the room is prepared.

      “Come morning, I want full updates on all open cases. Until then, if you aren’t chasing down something hot on one of your cases, go home and get some rest. Briefing at 0700 for all shifts. Everyone who isn’t currently on the clock, get out of here.”

      “LT, what about you?” Norwood asked.

      “I need to brief Chief Culver. Then I’m heading back to the hospital.” She turned to Timmons. “Are we set for people to be with the captain and her family overnight?”

      “We are, LT,” he answered. “I’ve got shifts set up for the next week.”

      “Good. Thanks.” She smiled in appreciation.

      “No need, ma’am. You have me for the duration.”

      She nodded, relieved. He made a good addition to the team. “Go home, hug your loved ones and get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be another long day.” She watched as the members of the day shift did as she ordered. “Shelly, a moment.”

      Once in her office, Pat checked her mail and messages. When Tanaka entered a few moments later, she motioned for the woman to close the door. Then she leaned against her desk as Tanaka took a seat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk.

      “What else can you tell me?”

      “Other than I may move into the captain’s neighborhood?” Tanaka smiled and shook her head. “I have never worked a case where everyone wants to help as much as those folks do.”

      Since Pat knew exactly what Tanaka meant, she motioned for the woman to continue.

      “I’ve reviewed most of the videos we obtained from the neighbors. They don’t show much more than the video from the captain’s house. I’ve sent them all to the techs to see if they can pull up something I missed.”

      Pat nodded. She wished it was more, but she’d take what she could—for the moment at least.

      “Robbery loaned us a couple of uniforms and I’ve got them tracking down traffic cam footage and identifying businesses in the area that might have security cam feeds we can use. The DA’s Office has ADAs on standby, ready to get any warrants we need. But all that will take time. As for the perp, all we know for sure is he turned west out of the neighborhood and headed toward the freeway.”

      Pat considered for a moment. If she’d been the shooter, that was exactly what she would have done. Once on the freeway, he could head anywhere. A smart man would head out of state as soon as possible. God, don’t let this guy be as smart as he seemed.

      “I know what you said in there.” She nodded in the direction of the bullpen. “But now I need to know for sure if there is any reason to suspect the captain’s husband.”

      “Not even the faintest hint of him being involved, LT. Like I said, he’s done everything we’ve asked and more. The video confirms his story that he was upstairs at the time of the shooting. There is nothing to show they’ve had any problems in their marriage. None of the indicators we look for are there. Hell, LT, all her family has cooperated and none of them have mentioned the word lawyer.”

      “Good.” Not that’s she’d expected anything else. Still, they had to be sure. “What do you need from me?”

      “We need the passwords to her personal email and social media accounts. I asked Mr. Caine about them but he doesn’t have the information. Neither does Mrs. Duncan. By the way, she turned over the captain’s official accounts, with approval from the Chief, and there’s nothing in them that rings any alarms. I’d like to mark off her personal accounts without having to get a warrant for them.”

      Pat nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      If Mac couldn’t give her the passwords, she knew Mateo could get them. Of course, there might be hell to pay with Mac when she recovered but Pat couldn’t worry about that now.

      “Go get some rest now, Shelly. You’ve got nightshift detectives who will keep on it. They’ll tag you if anything breaks,” Pat said as she escorted the woman to the door. “Let’s meet half an hour before the morning briefing.”

      “Sounds good, LT.”

      Pat started to open the door and stopped, remembering her earlier conversation with Jael. “Before you go, there’s something I’d like you to think about. You don’t have to give me an answer tonight.”

      “LT?” Tanaka’s brow furrowed in concern.

      “I’d like you to consider taking on Officer Murray. She deserves a chance for her detective’s shield, especially after the way she stood up to Wysocki. I think you’d be the perfect training officer for her.”

      Tanaka didn’t hesitate. “Glad to, LT. She’s got a solid head on her shoulders and a cop’s instincts. She also doesn’t hesitate to step up and do what’s needed. Hell, LT, after today, I’d do just about anything to help her get ahead in the department. She proved she has balls of steel and I would have given a month’s pay to see her standing up to Wysocki. I bet that chapped the queen rat’s ass.”

      Pat didn’t try to hold back her laugh. Nor did she remind Tanaka she was talking about a senior officer. Why would she when she agreed with everything the detective said?

      “Thanks, Shelly. I’ll let her know.” She checked her watch and grimaced. “I need to brief Culver. Make sure everything about the case is locked up and then get out of here. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Pat stepped off the elevator ten minutes later. As she paused before the door to Culver’s office suite, she breathed deeply. Butterflies took flight in her stomach. It didn’t matter she’d briefed the man a number of times before. It still felt like being called to the principal’s office.

      “Lieutenant,” Chief of Detectives Santiago said as she entered the outer room.

      “Sir.” She didn’t—quite—phrase it as a question.

      “Is Sgt. Lindsay on her way?” he asked, surprising her.

      “She should be in-house, sir. Do you want me to send for her?”

      He nodded. As he did, he glanced to his right. Pat followed his gaze and felt her brows wing up in surprise. Wysocki sat in one of the chairs against the far wall. Even though she tried to give the impression of being relaxed, possibly even bored, Pat saw through it. The woman’s knuckles were white as she held her tablet in a death grip with her right hand. Her always perfectly styled hair looked slightly mussed, as if she’d run her hands through it several times. Remembering Jael telling her Culver had ordered the woman to his office, she wondered if he’d kept Wysocki sitting out there all this time. Part of her hoped he had. After all, she was notorious for doing much the same in an attempt to rattle cops she was investigating.

      Knowing better than to say anything, Pat pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Jael, telling her to get there ASAP. As she slid the phone back inside her pocket, she considered how much she wanted to say about the investigation in front of the IAB captain. She needed to make it clear Jackson wasn’t involved in what happened. But she didn’t want to do or say anything that might give Wysocki reason to have a hand in, much less take over, the investigation.

      Play it carefully, Pat. Wysocki will hang herself if we give her enough rope.

      And Pat was more than happy to supply all the rope the woman needed.

      The door to Culver’s private office opened at the same time Jael stepped through the outer door. Pat nodded and then frowned. Jael looked as exhausted as she felt. But there was more than exhaustion reflected on her expression. Worried, she wished they had time to talk before learning why Culver had sent for them. Instead, the man asked everyone to come inside.

      “Thank you for coming,” Culver said as he motioned Pat and Wysocki to the two chairs in front of the desk. Santiago moved to stand at Culver’s shoulder as the man took his place behind the desk. Jael took her place at behind Pat’s chair. “Before we get to your report, Lt. King, we have another matter to deal with.”

      Pat swallowed hard. His expression might not give anything away but his tone and the look in his eyes did and it did not bode well for one of them. Pat hoped it wasn’t her.

      “Before I decide the best way to proceed, I have a few questions for Lt. King and Sgt. Lindsay. I want to assure you both that you aren’t in any trouble. However, you have first-hand knowledge about the events in question and I need to hear your version of what happened.”

      “Yes, sir.” Pat felt Wysocki’s gaze. Thankfully, looks couldn’t kill. Otherwise, she’d probably be nothing more than a pile of smoldering ashes.

      “We’ll start with you, Lt. King. I understand you were at Captain Santos’ home earlier today when two members of Captain Wysocki’s squad arrived. Is that correct?”

      “It is, sir.”

      “Did you speak with them?”

      “I did. After confirming with Detective Tanaka, who is the lead in the investigation, that she hadn’t asked for assistance from IAB, I spoke with the two detectives. They told me they were there under orders from Captain Wysocki.” She went on to describe what happened, being careful to keep to the facts.

      “Sgt. Lindsay, I have a pretty clear picture of what happened at the hospital. Do you have anything else to add?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Captain Wysocki, do you have anything you want to say?”

      “Besides objecting to having been made to wait all afternoon?”

      Pat flinched inwardly. Then, as Culver simply arched one brow, she waited, wondering what Wysocki would say next.

      “I won’t apologize, Captain. I had a funeral to attend, the same one Lt. King attended. Besides, I happen to know you made yourself at home and managed to get some work done.” Anger shone in his eyes. “I will repeat my question. Do you have anything you want to say?”

      “I’ve made my stance clear, Chief Culver. My squad should be running point on the investigation. Not only is the victim a member of the DPD but she is one with what can best be described as a checkered history with the department. This is the second time in little more than two years she’s been attacked and seriously injured while off-duty. I respectfully suggest that there is enough smoke here to warrant a full investigation into the captain to see if she involved in anything that might have led to her shooting.”

      Pat’s hands tightened on the arms of her chair and her cougar pushed for release. How dare Wysocki! She all but said Mac was dirty. If it was the last thing she did, Pat would make her eat those words.

      Before she could say anything. Jael rested a hand on her shoulder. That was enough to remind her she wasn’t Mac’s only champion present. Instead of contradicting Wysocki, Pat leaned back, a slight smile on her lips. Unless she guessed wrong, the IAB commander was about to learn a very important lesson. Whether she took it to heart or not was a different matter.

      “Chief, if I may?” Jael said.

      “Go ahead, sergeant.”

      Jael stepped forward and took her place at the corner of the desk where everyone could see her. The corners of Pat’s mouth twitched, and she laced her fingers around her right knee. After all the stress and fear of the day, seeing Jael carefully taking apart Wysocki would make her feel better, at least for a little while. Petty, she knew, but she didn’t care. The woman brought it on herself.

      “I won’t give Captain Wysocki’s unfounded insinuations against Captain Santos any credence by denying them. Each of us know what kind of cop she is and know Captain King never would have tapped her as his successor if he had the slightest suspicion Captain Santos was dirty.

      “Instead, I will point to Captain Wysocki’s actions today. She violated orders from this office pertaining to the investigation into the attack on Captain Santos. Worse, she put the captain and her family in jeopardy. Not only did she intimidate the uniformed officer standing guard outside the security wing into leaving his post, but she then threatened to arrest Officer Murray who refused to be intimidated into violating orders given her by you and by Lt. King.

      “This is what the head of IAB did. She is supposed to police the police, making sure cops follow orders and obey the law. Yet she has time and again violated orders, ignored procedure and put others in danger when it comes to Captain Santos. During the investigation into Lt. King’s kidnapping, we learned she was not policing her own squad. Even then, she tried shielding her detective by casting doubt on then-Lt. Santos. It seems obvious she cannot conduct an unbiased investigation into what happened this morning.”

      “Chief Culver,” Wysocki protested.

      “The sergeant makes a number of good points, Captain.” Culver leaned back and steepled his fingers in front of him. “Answer me this. What would you do if a member of your squad continually ignored your orders?”

      “I-I would find out if he had good reason to.”

      A laugh bubbled up and Pat fought it down. As she did, she turned her head enough to glance at Wysocki. The woman, usually so calm and collected, looked like a cornered animal. She might not be sweating—yet—but she would be soon.

      Unless she believed she had an angle left to play.

      “Really?” Culver’s right brow arched, and he shook his head, giving the impression of a disappointed parent. “I have to admit that’s not the attitude I like hearing from the head of my IAB squad.” He turned his attention to Santiago. “Do you have any concerns about Lt. King and her squad continuing to take lead on the investigation?”

      “None at all, sir,” Santiago replied.

      “And do you put any credence in Captain Wysocki’s insinuations about Captain Santos?”

      “No, sir. In fact, I am insulted both for myself and for Captain Santos. I know one thing for certain: Captain Mackenzie Santos is a dedicated cop who understands the importance in following her orders and in upholding the law. To even suggest she might be dirty is an insult to not only her but to every good cop on the force.”

      “I happen to agree with you.” Culver turned his attention back to Pat and Jael. “Lieutenant King, you and your squad you have the case. I expect you to keep Chief Santiago and myself updated and to contact IAB if you come across anything that falls under their jurisdiction.”

      “Yes, sir,” Pat said as she stood.

      “I also assure you Captain Wysocki and her people will do nothing further to interfere in your investigation. Now go get some rest. Lt. King, I want an update by 0800 tomorrow.”

      “Understood, sir. I’ve called a briefing for 0700 if you and Chief Santiago wish to attend.”

      “Very good, captain. Dismissed.”

      “Well?” Pat asked as they slid into her sedan a few minutes later.

      “I think we’re going to need to watch our six for a while.” Jael leaned back and sighed in exhaustion. “I also think there are a couple of things we need to do to not only protect Mac and Jackson from that bitch but ourselves and Murray.”

      Pat carefully backed out of her parking space and guided the sedan out of the garage. After pulling into traffic, she glanced at Jael, her expression serious. “Flynn?”

      “Yeah.”

      Pat nodded, unsurprised.

      “I think we need to let him know Wysocki seems determined to poke around Mac’s life. You and I both know Mac’s done nothing wrong. But if Wysocki gets even the slightest whiff that something isn’t quite right, she’s going to run with it.”

      “Do it. He’ll make sure everything concerning the unit and her position as liaison with the Feds is airtight.” She waited as Jael sent a text before continuing. “What else?”

      “Mac regained consciousness while Wysocki was trying to get to her.” Jael shook her head, stopping Pat’s protest. “I told you, she didn’t get in and she doesn’t know Mac was awake.”

      Pat heaved a sigh of relief. The last thing any of them needed was the woman trying again to get to Mac.

      “I didn’t have a chance to brief you before. I wanted to make sure Mac’s security was solid before leaving. I also had a long talk with her brother and sister. I wanted to make sure they understood how serious the situation is.”

      Pat nodded. Mac’s younger sister had a habit of acting before thinking and that came close to costing both Abigail and Mac their lives a year ago. Since then, Abbie seemed to have grown up but none of them wanted to take any chances.

      “After Culver ordered Wysocki back to the station, I checked on Mac and the others. Trust me, Liz and Jackson are making sure Wysocki never gets close to any of the family again. Jackson contacted Callie and we both know Liz will be filing every motion and complaint she can.”

      “Good.”

      For much of her life, Mac and her mother had enjoyed what could best be called a strained relationship. That changed over the last year and a half and now they were as close as any mother and daughter could want. But that estrangement meant Elizabeth did everything she could to make up for all those lost years.

      “And?” Pat prompted.

      “Mac said the shooter wasn’t a shifter. She also said he was familiar, but she couldn’t place him, not yet.”

      “Spill it, Jael. Something’s bothering you.” Pat flicked on the turn indicator and pulled into a surface parking lot.

      “Yeah.” Jael scrubbed her face with her hands. “Even though the shooter wasn’t a shifter—and we can’t really rule it out yet. Anything Mac tells us comes while she is still heavily medicated. So her memories aren’t totally reliable.”

      “I know.”

      “But, even if the shooter wasn’t a shifter, he might have been a normal like me.”

      Pat glanced at her and frowned. She knew without asking Jael meant more than just being a “normal”. She meant being one who pledged their lives to helping and protecting shapeshifters. Still, she needed to be sure.

      “Say what you mean.”

      “He might be like John and me.”

      Left unsaid was “but working for the weres.”

      Pat slammed the transmission into park and cursed. That complicated things. It also meant she had a stop to make on her way to the hospital to check on Mac before picking up little Mike and going home.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Jael looked at her and nodded, her expression grim. “We need to pay a visit to Ferguson.”

      “Yeah.”

      And wouldn’t that be fun? The local pack leader had no love for the pures in general and especially not for the local pride. Relations had always been strained between them. They got worse when one of the pack members attacked Mac, violating shifter law and triggering her latent abilities as a pure. As a result, members of the Conclave could have called for the eradication of the pack. Instead, King, then the pride’s alpha, championed the pack and that won them an uneasy truce with their natural enemies. But with his death, that truce had become even more uneasy. If they didn’t handle this right, war could break out and they would all lose.

      “Are you going to tell Jackson?”

      “After we see what Ferguson has to say.” It was better to beg forgiveness in this situation.

      “All right, but I’m letting John and Mateo know what we’re doing.”

      Pat didn’t argue. John O’Hara, while human like Jael, was married to one of the lone pures in the area who had sworn allegiance to the pride. If anything happened, he would let Jackson know and both he and Moira would make sure they were avenged. As for Mateo, Mac’s cousin probably had eyes and ears on, if not in, the pack leader’s home and office. If not, he would make sure someone from either his squad or Mac’s was on-scene within minutes of their arrival. Since she always believed in having backup, that made Pat feel better.

      “Do it. We’ll try Ferguson’s office first. With this being Monday, he should still be there.” Something she and Mac learned when they first started working together and realized a member of the pack might be involved in one of their cases was that Ferguson was a workaholic.

      Praying they weren’t about to make matters worse, she slid the transmission into drive and headed out of the parking lot. The sooner they found Ferguson, the sooner this part would be over—she hoped.
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      “Mr. Ferguson, there’s a Patricia Collins is here to see you.”

      Connor Ferguson, leader of the local lycan pack, muted the phone and cursed. This might not be his worst nightmare, but it was close. Damned cats always thought they were superior. One day, they would learn how wrong they were and he planned to be around to see it.

      Leaning forward, he typed in a quick command. A moment later, the security feed from the outer room of his offices filled his computer monitor. He studied the image in disbelief. One hand fisted on the desktop. His secretary hadn’t told him there were two waiting to see him. Part of him wanted to ignore the women in the waiting room. But he couldn’t. Their very presence meant trouble for him and for his people. No good ever came from any visit by the pures.

      Unfortunately, he could no more ignore them than he could deal with them how he wanted. All he could do was see what they wanted and pray it didn’t come back to bite him—or worse.

      “Give me three minutes and send them in,” he instructed his secretary before ending the call.

      He watched as she told the two he would be with them shortly. Neither woman showed any reaction. Even as he marveled at their control, he also wondered if they knew he was watching. Smart money was that they did.

      He picked up his cellphone and sent a quick text.

      Pride members here. If you haven’t heard from me in 10, you know what to do.

      Feeling a little better, he turned his attention back to the video feed. The taller of the two women he’d seen before, but he didn’t know much about her beyond the fact she was a normal. But the blonde. Oh, the blonde. He knew more about her than he did anyone else in the pride. Just as she knew more about him.

      And that made her very dangerous.

      Memories washed over him of those few but very long days they’d been held and tortured. He still suffered some from what their kidnappers had done to him. He hated the fact King had seen him hurt and begging. Cassandra Wilkinson’s bastards had broken him and she knew it. Yet she never said anything about it, at least not to his people. That allowed him to maintain his role as alpha of the pack. It also meant he owed her. Then there was the fact her people, not his, rescued all those taken, pures and weres alike. They made sure everyone received the best medical care possible. Much as he hated to admit it, even to himself, he owed them. For those reasons alone, he’d see why she was there.

      But he would remind her there were better ways to go about seeing him than showing up at his office unannounced. His mind made up, he signaled his secretary to send them in.

      “Sit,” he said a few moments later as they entered his office.

      “Thank you but we won’t be here that long,” the blonde replied.

      He frowned slightly. His wolf growled lowly, recognizing the threat they presented.

      “You’ve heard?” Pat King asked.

      He nodded. He didn’t ask what she meant. The news had been filled with reports of a cop being shot at her home. The moment the officer had been identified, his phone came to life as members of the pack called to warn him. It was bad enough the injured cop was the mate of the pride’s new alpha. Worse, she was an alpha in her own right and had been a thorn in the pack’s side since before her first shift.

      Because of their history, Ferguson knew someone from the pride would contact him. He hadn’t expected it to happen so soon or that it would happen here, in his own territory. The only member of the pride he thought brazen enough to do so lay in the hospital. Obviously, he was wrong and that did not sit well.

      What else might he be wrong about?

      “I heard.” He leaned back, doing his best to appear relaxed even as his wolf demanded he force the two to submit. They were in his territory. They had not shown proper respect. They were the enemy. “I assume from the latest reports that she still lives.”

      Anger flashed in the blonde’s eyes and he tensed, silently cursing his foolishness. He knew better than to taunt her. She’d proven how strong she was when she withstood the torture at the hands of their kidnappers. So why did he continue to underestimate her? After that, and after dealing with Santos, he should know better. It seemed the pride’s females were as strong, or stronger, than their males. Something his pack did not enjoy.

      “She lives.” King started to say something else but paused when her companion lightly touched her arm. The dark-haired woman didn’t say anything, only shook her head. “We aren’t here to accuse any of your people of attacking the alpha, Ferguson. She told us the man who shot her was not a shifter.”

      He nodded, relieved. Even so, he dared not relax. They wouldn’t have come if that was all they wanted to say. They wanted something.

      “But?”

      “But we can’t rule out the fact he doesn’t know of our kind,” King said simply. “Have you heard anything that might help us find him?”

      So simple and yet so very much more.

      His lips peeled back and this time he let them see the wolf lurking just below the surface. “What are you implying?” he demanded, his voice rough.

      “Not a thing,” King said.

      Damn her. She actually smiled. What game was she playing?

      “Ferguson, we came here out of respect for you and for the way you and your people have worked with the pride, not only when we were kidnapped but afterwards as Wilkinson and those who conspired with her were brought to justice under our laws.”

      He narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air. It irritated him she showed no fear. Worse, the human with her showed only disdain for him. That was the worst insult of all. One day, they would learn how foolish they’d been, but not today. The pack wasn’t ready to take action against the pride, much less the Tribunal that now ruled them all.

      “I assure you no one who looks to the pack had anything to do with what happened to your alpha’s mate.” He wouldn’t give Santos the respect of naming her alpha. Not when she had caused his pack so much trouble. She should have died the night Wilcox attacked her. If she had, or if she had turned, so many of their problems would have been avoided. “Nor do I know who is responsible for what happened.”

      The blonde inclined her head as if accepting his statement. Except she didn’t. He saw the doubt and distrust in her eyes. Yet she held her tongue, as if waiting for him to say something to implicate himself or his pack.

      Bitch.

      One day he would have his teeth at her throat. Then she would see who the ultimate predator actually was.

      “Tell your alpha my pack is not responsible for what happened to his mate,” he growled. “You can deliver another message as well. Tell him he won’t have to worry about my people much longer. By the next full moon, the pack will have left Texas. We need our own territory, somewhere away from pures and normals, a place we can hunt and run free.”

      He had to give it to her. Even though his announcement took her by surprise, only the slight widening of King’s eyes betrayed her. The human, on the other hand, didn’t so much as bat an eye. In that moment, he realized she was the more dangerous of the two. Had he made a mistake by letting them in? She might be human, but he had no doubt she carried weapons that would cause him a great deal of harm, weapons she wouldn’t hesitate to use if she felt King was in danger.

      “I will pass on your messages.” King turned her back to him as she prepared to leave, showing confidence and insulting him at the same time. Then she turned back, her expression neutral. “Thank you for your time.” With a nod to her companion, she left and the door closed behind them.

      Ferguson once again studied the monitor, watching them leave the office. A few moments later, the video feed switched to the front of the building. They walked almost casually across the parking lot to a waiting SUV. As they drove off, he blew out a relieved sigh. Then he reached for his phone. It was time to move up their plans. He wanted his people well away from Dallas before anything else happened to Santos or anyone associated with the pride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Pat switched off the sedan’s engine and rested her head against the steering wheel. The fifteen-minute drive from Ferguson’s office to the hospital seemed to take forever. Between keeping an almost constant watch on the rearview mirrors to make sure they hadn’t picked up a tail to trying to figure out how to tell Jackson what they’d done, she felt like she’d aged a decade or two. How the hell did Mac do it? She never seemed rattled by dealing with the lycans. That, on top of everything else, left Pat feeling exhausted and wishing there was some way she could just go home and spend time with her son, forgetting there was a world outside their apartment.

      “Go home, Pat. Pick up little Mike and put the day away,” Jael said as she climbed out of the car. “I’ll update Flynn and Mateo and then tell Jackson what we’ve learned.”

      Tempting as it was, Pat sat up and shook her head. She made the decision to talk with Ferguson, and she’d done so without first discussing it with Jackson. He was her alpha and he’d named her his third in the pride. It was her duty to tell him what they’d done, not Jael’s. Hopefully, he’d understand she acted in the best interest of the pride. If not, she would accept the consequences.

      “No, I’ll do it. Be ready to add your impressions. Then, after we check on Mac, we’ll both go pick up our kids and get some rest. I have a feeling the next few days aren’t going to be any easier than today has been.”

      Not that the next few minutes would be easy. If she didn’t look forward to telling Jackson what they’d done, she wanted to do everything possible to avoid telling Ellen. Mac’s grandmother was a formidable force and the strongest alpha Pat knew. The woman would not be pleased the two of them took matters into their own hands without at least giving them a head’s up first. If necessary, she’d use the excuse of doing what Mac would if their roles were reversed. It wouldn’t help, but at least Mac set the precedence.

      “C’mon. Let’s get this over with.”

      The sooner she told them everything, the better. Besides, they needed to know what Ferguson said, not only about the attack on Mac but on removing the pack from their territory. While the latter eased some of their ongoing concerns, it also raised new worries for the members of the Tribunal. At least she didn’t have to worry about that—yet.

      “How is she?”

      She and Jael stood at the foot of Mac’s bed. Elizabeth sat across the room, working on her laptop. Ellen and Jackson sat on either side of the bed, looking a little better than they had the last time Pat saw them. She wished she could say the same about Mac. Pain etched deep lines in her friend’s face even though it looked like she slept.

      “Better,” Jackson said and Pat wanted to believe him. But it was difficult to do when Mac looked so fragile. “Anything?” He looked up and Pat knew he meant the investigation.

      “Nothing solid yet, but we have some leads we’re following,” she said. “Jael and I do need to talk with you and Ellen for a moment.”

      Jackson’s brow furrowed as Mac’s grandmother looked at them in concern.

      “Go on,” Elizabeth said, closing her laptop and climbing to her feet. A moment later, she moved to Pat’s side and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Tell them what you need to and then both of you go get some rest.”

      “I can stay if you want to go home,” Jael said.

      Elizabeth smiled and shook her head. “We’ve already discussed it. We’re staying tonight. The twins will spell us in the morning so we can get some rest. But you two.” She looked from Jael to Pat. “You need to rest so you can find the bastards responsible for putting Mackenzie in that bed.”

      “We’ll find him, I promise,” Pat said before turning her attention to the others. “This won’t take long.”

      Jackson nodded and motioned toward the door. Pat took one last look at Mac and left the room. With Jael at her side, she turned to her left and entered the next room. With Jael by the door, she moved to stand by the narrow window at the far side of the room. Outside, everything looked so peaceful. The city, the world, continued on as if nothing had happened. Yet her world had been rocked and she prayed it returned to normal and soon.

      “All right,” Jackson said as Jael closed the door. “What is it?”

      “Alpha, I did something you may not approve of,” Pat began, lowering her head before reaching up and moving her hair out of the way. Then she turned her head, tilting it to the side and baring her neck.

      “What?” He drawled it out even as he motioned for her to stand straight.

      “Actually,” Jael interrupted. “We did something.”

      Ellen narrowed her eyes as she looked between the two women. Then she hissed out a breath. “You two went to see Ferguson.”

      “You did what?” Jackson demanded as Pat nodded in confirmation. “Ellen?”

      “Mac told Jael the man who shot her wasn’t a shifter but that he might be like her.” She frowned and paced the room. When she turned back a few moments later, anger and frustration shone in her eyes. “Well, what did he say?” she demanded.

      Pat quickly described their meeting with Ferguson. She and Jael answered their questions. As they did, Pat watched Jackson. Even though his expression never changed, his eyes flashed dangerously. Not that she blamed him for being angry. She’d felt the same way every time Mac went to see Ferguson or his second, Jacob Branson, without backup.

      “I don’t know whether to wring your necks or shake your hands.” Now Jackson paced the length of the room.

      “How about both?” Ellen suggested. “You risked a great deal going into what is basically his territory without backup.”

      “We didn’t go in unprepared or without backup,” Jael said before Pat could respond. “I let John know where we were headed. Then I called Mateo. Trust me, he had eyes on Ferguson’s office before our arrival and a team was ready to move in on my signal.”

      Surprised, Pat glanced at her before returning her attention to Jackson and Ellen. Then she chuckled softly. She should have known Jael had an exit plan in place. It would have been nice if she’d been let in on it, but she wasn’t going to complain.

      “And Ferguson said the pack was leaving town?” Jackson looked as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

      “Not only leaving town but leaving the state. He said they needed their own territory, away from pures and normal, where they could hunt.” She watched as the implications dawned on them. “Ellen?” Something in the woman’s expression worried her.

      “I need to make some calls about this. We’ll have to keep an eye on them.”

      Jackson nodded and then he reached for Pat’s hands. “Did you believe him?”

      She didn’t ask about what. “To a point,” she said. “He was very careful about how he answered my questions. When I first asked if he knew anything about what happened to Mac, he said no one who looks to the pack had anything to do with it. Later, he said ‘we’ had nothing to do with what happened.”

      “Your thoughts?”

      “My guess is, as Mac told Jael earlier, the man who shot her wasn’t a shapeshifter, pure or were. That would explain why Ferguson said ‘we’ weren’t involved. However, I’m not ready to rule out the shooter being one of the normals who either works with the lycans or who wants one of the pack to turn them. The latter might explain why Ferguson said no one who looks to the pack hurt Mac.”

      Jael nodded. “There are normals who have learned or suspect lycans exist and want to be one of them. I blame movies and some of the damned books that have come out over the last few years.” She frowned before continuing. “Those are the ones who don’t look to the pack because they have no official ties to it. But they could be manipulated into doing whatever a pack member wanted simply with the promise of being turned.”

      “Find out. Contact Mateo and General Flynn. Tell them what you’ve told us and ask them to use their resources to look into it,” Ellen instructed her. Jael pulled out her phone and stepped into the corridor to do as she said.

      “As for you.” Jackson tilted Pat’s face up so she looked him in the eye. “I don’t want you taking any more risks like that. I understand you needed to make sure Ferguson and his people weren’t involved but you were lucky. If Branson had been there . . . Let’s just say I don’t want to think about what might have happened.”

      Pat swallowed hard and nodded. The pack’s enforcer might be afraid of Mac, but she knew he wouldn’t think twice about trying to kill her or Jael, especially if he thought they presented a danger to his alpha.

      “I know, but it had to be done and, with Mac hurt, it fell to me.” She shook her head before either Jackson or Ellen could say anything. “Jackson, when Mike died and you took over as the pride’s new alpha, you honored me by asking me to be your third. You kept Mac as the pride’s enforcer even though she is also an alpha. I didn’t object because I know she is better suited to the role than me. But with her hurt someone has to step up. I’m not Mac and I’m not the fighter she is, but I can do this. With your permission, Alpha.” She dropped to her hands and knees, head bent.

      “I’ve never doubted you, Pat.” He reached down and helped her to her feet. “But I do insist you don’t take unnecessary risks. Not only has the pride suffered more than enough already but Mac will kill me if anything happens to you.” His voice caught slightly. Then he shook himself, as if doing so could shake away his fear for his wife.

      “She’s going to be all right, Jackson.” She hoped. “Ellen?”

      “We will discuss this further when Mateo arrives tomorrow.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Pat knew better than to argue, not that she wanted to. “There is something else.”

      Jackson didn’t roll his eyes, but Pat had a pretty good idea he wanted to. “And that is?”

      “You need to call a pride meeting. They know Mac’s been shot. Now you need to reassure them she’s going to be all right.”

      “She’s right, Jackson.” Jael spoke gently. “They need to know Mac’s not as badly injured as the media is saying and they need to see you to believe it.”

      “All right.” He rubbed a hand over his face, grimacing slightly at he did. “I’ll do it when we finish here. Someone will need to stay with Mac during the meeting.”

      “I will and I’m sure Marie will be glad to as well,” Jael said.

      “You’re going to need to be there, Pat,” he said before she could volunteer.

      “Understood.” She blew out a breath. She hadn’t thought about that. But he was right, especially since she stepped up to fill Mac’s shoes temporarily. “What have the doctors said?”

      “Not much more than her condition’s stabilized.” Jackson tilted his head back, whether in prayer or trying to gather his thoughts, Pat didn’t know. “She regained consciousness twice more after Jael left to meet you at the station. Neither time for long.”

      “Her body knows what it needs to do to heal, Jackson.” Pat reached for his hand, waiting until he looked down at her. “When she starts staying awake more than sleeping, she’s going to want to shift. Her jaguar will try to force it on her. We’re going to have to make sure there’s someone here with her to talk her through it until she’s strong enough to withstand the urge, at least until the doctor says she can shift.”

      “I know.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze. “If you’ll sit with her for a few minutes, I’ll take Ellen and Liz downstairs to get something to eat. Moira came earlier and took the twins to the pub. She said she’d put them to work.”

      Pat grinned at the thought of Mac’s younger brother and sister working at the Irish pub. It would keep them busy enough they wouldn’t have time to worry about their sister. It also insured they were well protected. The Irish Rose was the pride’s favorite place to hang out. She had no doubt a larger number of their people than usual would be there, hoping for news about Mac.

      “I’ll pick them up when I pick up Brandon and Chelsea,” Jael said. “They can spend the night with us.”

      “Thank you.” Ellen looked relieved to know her grandchildren wouldn’t have to spend the night at the hospital.

      “Go get some dinner,” Pat said. “Jael and I will stay as long as you need us to.”

      “We won’t be long,” Jackson promised.

      She didn’t doubt it. She knew he wouldn’t leave Mac’s side one second longer than necessary until they knew she’d make a full recovery.

      “Go on. We’ll send for you if she wakes.”

      He nodded and held the door for his wife’s grandmother. A moment later, Pat followed them into the corridor, Jael on her heels. They waited outside Mac’s room as Jackson and Ellen convinced Elizabeth to leave her daughter long enough to get some dinner. Once they had, Pat moved to the far end of the room. A few moments later, Jael joined her. For a while, neither of them said anything. Instead, they watched Mac sleep, their breathing slowing to match hers.

      “I told Shelly I’d meet her at 0630 tomorrow. I’d like you to be there,” Pat said as she continued to watch Mac.

      “Shall I pick you up?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I think I’ll ask Norwood to.” It would give her a chance to have an overdue talk with him.

      “All right.” Jael turned and looked at her. “Pat, I don’t want you going anywhere on your own until we find out for sure what’s going on. If you don’t agree, I’ll be forced to either talk with Culver or have Mateo put someone on you.”

      Any other time, she’d object. Not now. Even though she didn’t think she was in danger, she understood the need to make sure nothing else happened. “Then you won’t argue when I say the same thing about you.”

      Jael actually snorted. “I’ll be taking precautions.”

      If Pat had her way, they all would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “This had better be good,” Jael rasped as she dropped back onto the mattress, cellphone to her ear.

      “Sorry to wake you, Sarge, but we may have caught a break.”

      Suddenly wide awake, Jael sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the mattress. As she did, she glanced at the clock and groaned. After leaving the hospital the night before, she’d picked up Chelsea and Brandon, as well as Mac’s younger brother and sister, and brought them home. After making sure they understood they weren’t to leave the house, she met Norwood near Mac’s place. Norwood climbed into the back of her car and shifted. A few minutes later, she fastened a collar around the coyote’s neck and attached a lead. Anyone not looking closely would see nothing more than a woman out walking her dog.

      For the next two hours, the coyote searched the area around the house for anything that might help them identify the man who shot Mac. As he did, Jael searched the house. When she finished, she packed a change of clothes for Jackson and a few things she knew Mac would want in a duffle. After locking up the house, she led Norwood, still in his coyote form, back to her car. After dropping him at his car, she returned home and fell face first into bed. That had been less than an hour before.

      But that didn’t matter. Not if she’d heard correctly.

      “Say again.” She stood and hurried across the room to her closet.

      “We may have caught a break,” Shelly Tanaka repeated.

      “Tell me.” Jael pulled out a pair of jeans and a DPD tee shirt before moving to the dresser.

      “We got lucky with one of the security videos. A house down the street from the captain’s captured a different angle of the van. The techs managed to enhance it and there was a rental company sticker on the back bumper. Sears and Nguyen rousted Zee Logan from the DA’s Office. He then rousted a judge and got us a warrant. Sears and Nguyen served it on the rental company and are getting the rental records as we speak. In the meantime, we used the GPS in the van to get a location. We’re rolling on it now.”

      “And?”

      There was always an and.

      Or a but.

      “It’s been stationary since approximately two hours after the captain was shot.”

      Damn it. That meant the shooter probably abandoned it and was long gone. Still, it was more than they had a few hours ago.

      “All right.” She thought for a moment as she tore her sleep shirt over her head. Then she strode purposefully toward the adjoining bathroom. “Have unmarked units close in and take up positions to watch the location. They are not to move in. Let’s make sure we aren’t walking into an ambush.”

      “Understood.”

      “Send me the location and everything you’ve got.”

      “On its way.”

      She thought for a moment. “Have you let the LT know?”

      “That’s my next call.”

      Jael frowned. Part of her wanted to reprimand the detective for not immediately letting Pat know. The other part understood why she hadn’t. Everyone in the squad knew she was the closest thing Mac had to a partner now that Mac sat at the captain’s desk. They also knew Jael wasn’t working any other case just then. Besides, everyone knew how close Mac and Pat were and Jael had no doubt Tanaka wanted more information before talking to the lieutenant.

      “All right. I’ll be on my way in a few minutes. Set up a cordon around the area and hold until either the LT or I arrive.” She thought for a moment. “Have Sears and Nguyen continue working the driver. Get a last known on him, criminal history, etc., and then get a location for him.”

      “Already done.”

      Jael nodded to herself. “Good work, Shelly. Let’s see if we can’t close this down before sunrise.”

      Half an hour later, she pulled up behind Tanaka’s car and smiled slightly. The detective, not wanting to tip off the shooter if he was still in the area, had instructed those responding to the scene to do so in either their personal vehicles or have the motor pool give them something that didn’t scream “Cop!”. It was a good tactic, as long as the perp didn’t see them and attempt to flee. The thought of Tanaka trying to catch him in her smart car brought a smile to Jael’s lips. Tanaka would probably do better to get out and chase him on foot than try to pursue him in her so-called car.

      Chuckling softly, Jael climbed out of her pickup. Unlike Norwood’s truck, hers looked like a real work truck. Dirty, scuffed and dinged, it had seen better days. But that unremarkable exterior hid an engine that would put almost anything on the road to shame. The only thing keeping her kids from wanting the truck was its looks. They wouldn’t be caught dead driving it and that was fine with her.

      As Jael looked around, Tanaka and others appeared from their vehicles. Doors were almost silently closed. Jael watched as they moved quickly and silently in her direction. A few moments later, they stood at the rear of the pickup and waited.

      “Anything?” she asked softly.

      “No.” Tanaka shook her head, frowning. “There’s no indication he’s inside the van.”

      It couldn’t be that easy, could it? Still, they might get lucky and find something in or around the van that would help find the perp and understand why he targeted Mac.

      “What did the LT say?”

      “To keep her in the loop. She was going to touch base with Sears and Nguyen. Then she’s calling Logan to make sure there’s at least one judge on standby if we need more warrants.”

      That surprised Jael. She hadn’t thought wild horses could keep Pat from there. But it was the right decision. It reinforced Pat’s confidence in Tanaka as the lead detective and it left the lieutenant in place to run interference for them if necessary.

      “Then tell me where you want me and let’s get this done.” Jael reached inside the truck. A moment later, she pulled on her Kevlar vest.

      Three minutes later, Jael crouched behind her truck, gun in hand. Peaking around the edge of the bumper, she scanned the area. The white van sat at the rear of a shopping center parking lot across the street. Most of the storefronts in the center appeared to be vacant. Trash littered the lot. The lights, what few of them still worked, were located well away from the van. The cloud cover added to the darkness around the van.

      And that worked in their favor.

      Once each member of the team reported they were in position, Tanaka ordered the patrol cars blocking each end of the street to stand ready. Just because they believed the shooter had abandoned the van didn’t mean he really had. They needed to be prepared in case he tried to flee.

      “Move in,” Tanaka radioed.

      Shadows seemed to separate as detectives and Officer Murray, clad in street clothes, emerged from their hiding places. They moved quickly, almost silently, in the direction of the van. Gun in hand, Jael zigged and then zagged across the street. Instinct born from her time in the Marines kicked in. She might not have the enhanced senses of shapeshifters but everything seemed to come into stark focus as the world narrowed to the van and the area immediately around it.

      Tanaka lifted her right fist, signaling everyone to stop. Then she silently ordered Buttkowski and Murray to move closer to the van. They crouched and approached. With Buttkowski covering her, Murray quickly glanced through the van’s driver’s side window before ducking back. When she did, she shook her head. Buttkowski nodded and inched past her. He pressed his hand to the hood of the van. When he pulled it back, he motioned for the rest of them to move in.

      “Norwood, Cruz, block the entrances to the lot. Everyone, fan out. I want every in of the lot checked before we cordon off around the van. We’ve got a warrant to make entry, but I want to wait until we get a forensics team here. So let’s get busy.”

      Dawn had broken by the time Jael climbed out of the rear of the van. She stripped off the disposable gloves she’d pulled on more than an hour earlier and tossed them into a nearby bag. Then she stepped away from the van, motioning to the waiting tech that she’d finished. He nodded and reached for his kit and got to work. Not that she expected him to find much.

      “Detective, a moment,” she said as she approached Tanaka where the woman stood talking with another of the Crime Scene techs.

      “You look like I feel, Sarge,” Tanaka said as they moved away from those working on the van.

      “If you mean tired, mad and frustrated, you’re right.” Jael tilted her head back and inhaled deeply. A moment later, she exhaled and sighed. “We might get lucky and find prints or touch DNA but I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      Tanaka nodded, a frown tugging down the corners of her mouth. “Explain something to me, Jael. Who the hell rents a van to drive to a hit on a police captain?”

      “Hell if I know, Shelly.” And wasn’t that one of the million-dollar questions? “Any update from Sears and Nguyen?”

      “No. They were still waiting for the company to finish pulling their records the last I heard. Seems Corporate wanted their attorney to look over the warrant before they handed over anything beyond the GPS information.”

      “All right.” Jael glanced at her watch. “Finish up here. If you need to, leave Buttkowski or someone else in charge here so you can make your meeting with the LT. I’ll check in with her and then I’m heading to the hospital. Hopefully, the doctors will let me see the captain. Maybe she’s remembered more about what happened.”

      Like why the shooter seemed familiar.

      But first things first. She needed to update Pat and see if she’d heard anything more from Sears and Nguyen.
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      Silently, the door swung open and a dark figure stepped inside. He paused and looked around. A moment later, he pointed to the bed. From the deeper shadows of the corridor, a second figure emerged and moved into the room, his shoes silent on the thick carpet. Once he was in position at the far side of the bed, the first man moved to stand opposite his companion. For a moment, he looked down at the couple sleeping back to back, undisturbed by their entrance.

      Dark as the room was, he knew who they were. Unlike the sleeping man, he hadn’t taken any risks. He’d done his homework and now it was time to deliver his message.

      Almost casually, he reached out and switched on the bedside lamp. The sleepers stirred. Their eyes opened and they blinked at the unexpected light. Before they fully woke, the two masked men acted. The sheet and blanket were tossed back. Rough hands flipped the couple onto their stomachs. Their hands were quickly secured with flex-cuffs. Then their feet. A moment later, they were flipped again and positioned so they sat against the headboard. When the man opened his mouth to say something, the first man acted quickly, pistol-whipping the him across the face. Ignoring the man’s moans and the blood now flowing from his nose and mouth, he nodded once more to his partner.

      The second man looked around the room. Not seeing what he wanted, he disappeared down the corridor. He returned a few moments later, dragging a kitchen chair behind him. The first man nodded, smiling behind his mask, as his companion placed the chair at the foot of the bed.

      “W-what do you want?” the woman asked, doing her best not to show her fear.

      “Shhh.” He lifted a finger to his mouth. “I need to have a little discussion with you and your husband. Be good and do as we tell you and nothing will happen to those two kids sleeping down the hallway.”

      The mention of the children did it. The couple struggled against their bonds. They might have grunted like animals, very scared animals, as they did but they didn’t speak. The two masked men let them, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the couple realized there was no escape.

      “P-lease, just tell me what you want,” the bound man cried as he watched the men pull his wife from the bed.

      A moment later she was dumped onto the chair. The sound of duct tape being pulled from its roll filled the room. Within minutes, the woman was firmly taped to the chair at chest waist and legs. Her nostrils flared as she breathed. Now her fear was so strong their captors could almost taste it. The chair danced on the hardwood floor as she struggled against her bond when the second masked man once again approached her husband where he sat against the headboard.

      “Leave him alone!” she rasped a moment before the first man rammed a fist into her stomach, leaving her gasping for air.

      “I told you to be quiet, Captain Wysocki,” the first man chided as he grabbed the sheet and pulled it from the bed. She winced as he tore a strip from the sheet. “We can do this easy or hard. It’s your choice.” He held the wad of material in one hand, close to her mouth.

      For a moment, she pressed her lips tightly together. Then, seeing the knife the second man pressed to her husband’s throat and the thin trickle of blood that appeared beneath its point, she opened up. She gagged as he stuffed the material in, making sure to completely fill her mouth. In short order, he wrapped duct tape around her head several times, making sure it was tight enough to not only prevent her from spitting out the gag but to muffle almost any sound she made.

      “See, that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” He lightly patted her cheek and laughed as she jerked her head away. “My partner here is going to finish securing your husband. We can’t have him trying to interrupt our little discussion, can we?”

      Wysocki’s eyes blazed in hatred before fear once again filled them as she watched the second man gag her husband.

      “Now, I have to say I’m very disappointed in your husband, Julia. I hope you don’t mind me calling you by your first name, but Roy and I have come to know one another very well over the last two years. He’s told me so much about you that I feel I know you as well.” He grinned and sat on the end of the bed, his knees so close to hers they almost touched. “Do us both a favor and don’t try to deny that you know what he is.” He waited, enjoying the way she glared at him before dropping her gaze and shaking her head.

      “Good girl.” He lightly patted her knee, chuckling softly as she jerked at his touch. “In case he hasn’t told you, Roy works for me. He’s been running a certain product for me the last couple of years. Unfortunately, at least for the two of you, he got sloppy and greedy. He foolishly thought he could steal from me and I wouldn’t know it.”

      He glance over his shoulder to where his companion held Wysocki’s husband against the headboard. Then he turned his attention back to her.

      “I tried to be reasonable. I gave him a way to earn his way back into my good graces. A way that would save you and your children. It really was a very simple job. All he had to do was walk up to Santos and kill her. But Roy here managed to screw even that up. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me. He’s been a fuck up all his life, hasn’t he?”

      Wysocki glared at her husband and then nodded once.

      “Worse, he failed to follow the other orders we gave him.” One by one, he ticked off each of Ray’s failures, ending with failing to leave the van where he’d been told. “So now I have to worry that he did something to tip off Santos or her people, something that might lead back to him or, worse, to me.”

      Wysocki shook her head. Whatever she tried to say was muffled by the gag.

      “I know, my dear. He really is a disappointment.” He leaned forward, forearms on his knees. “But you really should have done more to help him with his little problem instead of trying to hide it from your fellow cops.”

      He shoved off the bed. Wysocki’s eyes followed him as he moved to stand next to her husband. As he did, the other masked man took his place behind her. She flinched as he rested his gloved hands on her shoulders. But her attention remained focused on the bed.

      “Now Ray here has a bad problem, as we both know. It’s why you didn’t take his name when you married him. It’s why you’ve done your best to destroy the careers of any cop unfortunate enough to run across him while doing their duty.” The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a metal case. Wysocki inhaled sharply to see the syringe he suddenly held. “How many times did he promise to get clean if you’d just make sure the latest officer who discovered his little problem kept his mouth shut? You must love him a great deal to risk so much for him.” He lifted the syringe and a moment later, she saw a quick spray of liquid emerge from the needle.

      “But he didn’t get clean and you kept turning a blind eye. You even removed drugs from evidence to supply him so he didn’t have to buy off the street more often than absolutely necessary. You violated your oaths as a cop in order to protect him. Love makes you do such terrible things sometimes.”

      She struggled in vain against her bonds and the firm hands on her shoulders as the man slowly inserted the needle into her husband’s neck.

      “Don’t worry, Julia.” He returned the syringe to the case and slipped it back into his pocket. “That’s just a little taste, something to relax him so he won’t give us any trouble.” He lightly patted her husband’s cheek and returned to his place at the foot of the bed.

      “But as bad as he’s been, you’ve been worse, haven’t you? You knew what he was doing and you did nothing to stop him.”

      She frantically shook her head.

      “Now, now, don’t deny it. I know he told you what he needed to do. You even got him a gun when he asked for one. What you didn’t know was I told him to come to you. I knew you’d help him, just as you have so many times before. So now you belong to me.” He bared his teeth, letting her see the predator in him.

      “What happens next is all on you. You let him go to Santos’ home even though you knew he was going to kill her. I bet that even gave you a little thrill, considering how much you hate Santos.” He laughed when she once again shook her head in denial. “Now, Julia, remember, you have no secrets from me.”

      “It’s getting late,” the second man said from his place behind her.

      He nodded. “My partner’s right. We don’t have much time. So here’s the plan, my dear. Your husband proved he can’t be trusted to carry out a simple task. That means it falls to you. I realize it might be more difficult to get to Santos now that he fucked things up so badly, but you’re resourceful. You’ll find a way.”

      Her eyes widened and she shook her head again, more vigorously this time.

      “I know, Julia. That’s not how you like doing things. You prefer having someone else do the dirty work. We’re the same that way. This time, however, it falls to you—at least if you want to keep your husband and children alive.”

      She inhaled sharply, fear shining in her eyes.

      He nodded to the man behind her. Suddenly the hands were removed from her shoulders. She watched, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes as the man grabbed her husband and seemingly effortlessly tossed him over one shoulder. Without a word, he left the room.

      “Let me guess, you want to know what’s happening.”

      Wysocki nodded.

      “Roy and your children will be coming with us as insurance. But don’t worry, your children won’t be hurt. In fact, they’ll sleep most of the time until you do as we say. Now your husband won’t have as easy a time. He needs to learn how foolish it is to fail me.” He stood again and dug in his pants pocket. Light glinted off his knife as he flipped it open. For a moment, he held it in front of him, studying the blade.

      “We will be watching everything you do, Julia, so don’t try to double-cross us. Remember something else, the longer you take to complete your task, the more we will hurt your husband. Fail me and your children will pay. Do you understand?”

      She nodded once, defeated.

      “Very good. There’s one more thing you need to know. You have forty-eight hours to kill Santos. One minute longer and your family dies. Nod if you understand.”

      She did as he said.

      “Just a couple more things, my dear.” He stepped behind her and began freeing her from the chair. “I want proof Santos is dead, something you won’t be able to fake. After you kill her, cut off the finger with her wedding ring on it. You’ll bring it with you when we meet. And don’t think you can simply lift her ring and use a cadaver finger. I’ll be checking the prints and DNA.” He rested a hand on her head. “Nod if you understand.”

      Once again, she did as he said.

      “Very good.” He finished freeing her from the chair. Then he slid his hands under her arms and dragged her to the bed. She grunted as he tossed her onto the mattress. “Just so you don’t worry about your husband and those cute kids of yours, we’ll be sending you pictures from time to time. So keep your phone on.”

      He pulled out the metal case again and smiled as he produced a second syringe. He placed it on the bedside table. Then he picked up the knife from where he’d placed it on the mattress at her side and carefully slid it under the tape wrapped around her head. She held still, barely daring to breathe, as he worked the blade along her skin until he could turn it enough to put a cut in the silver tape.

      “Not a sound,” he warned.

      Tears pooled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks as he pulled the tape free. Hair caught in the adhesive. Her skin felt as if it was being torn from her skull. Before she could recover, he forced her mouth open and pulled the gag out.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      “W-why?” she asked hoarsely.

      “That is something you don’t need to know. All you need to worry about is making sure you kill Santos in the next forty-eight hours.” He closed the knife and slid it into his pocket. “When you wake up, go to work. Don’t do anything out of character. Remember, we are watching you and will know if you try to warn anyone about what’s going on.”

      “Wait, please.” She twisted on the mattress, trying to look him in the eye.

      “No, it’s time for you to sleep now. You’ll need to be at your best these next two days.” He laughed gaily as she whimpered in revulsion when he pressed his lips to her temple. “But don’t worry, my dear. I’ll be in touch.”

      He didn’t give her the chance to say anything else. He slid the needle into the skin of her neck and emptied the syringe. Once he had, he eased her onto her back. She moaned softly as the drug slowly spread through her system. He sat on the edge of the mattress, waiting until her eyes closed. Then, smiling, he put away the syringe and ripped off his mask.

      “Sleep well, Julia. We’ll see if you can follow orders any better than your husband can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Jael took a sip of coffee and stepped off the elevator. As she did, she yawned and craned her neck, trying to work out the kinks. Mornings like this reminded her she wasn’t a kid anymore. Exhaustion dragged at her. Refusing to give in, she took another sip of coffee before drawing a deep, bracing breath. This wasn’t the first investigation where sleep had been at a minimum and it wouldn’t be the last. What it was, was the most important one. As long as she didn’t reach the point where exhaustion made her careless, she’d be fine.

      She hoped.

      As she strolled down the corridor, she didn’t try to hide the fact she was checking security. So far, so good. All appeared to be quiet and nothing seemed out of place. Hopefully, that was a good sign. A better one was the sight of the uniformed officer sitting behind a desk outside the entrance to the secured wing. He looked up as she approached and gathered himself to stand. She shook her head and pulled out her ID. Even though he knew her, he checked it and then checked the list of people approved to enter the area.

      "Anything I need to know about?” she asked.

      “Not a thing, Sarge. It’s been quiet,” Corporal Ethan Howard said.

      “How long you been on?”

      He glanced at his watch. “Two hours. I’m off-duty today so I told Detective Timmons I’d take six hours on the desk here.”

      “Thanks.” She meant it. Howard was a single father with three children under the age of twelve. Giving up time off meant giving up time with them. “Your kids?”

      “They’re with my mama.” Then, as if realizing why she asked, he sobered some. “Don’t worry, Sarge. Mama offered. The few times she’s met the captain, she’s come home telling me what a good woman she is. In fact, she told me to take the duty. She understands the demands of the job better than my ex ever did.”

      “Tell your mama thanks.” She smiled and glanced at the doors leading to the security wing. “You let me know if anything seems off.”

      “Will do.” He produced a keycard from his breast pocket and badged her through the doors.

      As the doors closed behind her, Jael blew out a breath. Then she pulled her phone and sent a quick text to Timmons. By putting Howard on the desk, he made sure a seasoned cop covered the door, someone who wouldn’t be intimidated by anyone from IAB. Now to make sure the other shifts were as well staffed.

      Before going to Mac’s room, Jael stopped inside the waiting room across the hall. One of the night shift detectives looked up from the magazine he’d been reading and then stood. She waited, wondering if he had anything to report.

      “It’s been quiet, Sergeant.”

      Thank God.

      “How is she?”

      “The medicals aren’t saying much. But my guess is she’s better. Her family’s not looking quite as worried.”

      “Good.” At least she hoped it was. “Go grab some coffee and something to eat. I’ll stay with the captain.”

      “Thanks.” He tossed the magazine onto one of the chairs. “Give a shout if you need to leave before I get back.”

      At Mac’s door, Jael stopped and drew a deep breath. As she did, she wished she had more to tell them. Still, it was more than they had six hours ago. Hopefully, it would lead to the break they needed to figure out what happened and why.

      She pushed open the door and glanced inside. Jackson slept in a chair next to the bed. Ellen slept on the none-too-comfortable sofa and Elizabeth lay on a narrow cot. But it was the sight of Mac turning her head in her direct before lifting her right hand and waving her inside that eased some of Jael’s concern.

      “Has something happened?” Mac asked softly as Jael reached for her hand.

      “We may have caught a break in the case. It’s not much, at least not yet, but it’s something.” She nodded as Jackson stirred, looked at them blearily before rubbing his eyes and sitting up.

      “Jael?” Concern and exhaustion thickened his voice.

      “We got lucky.” Start with the good news. That was always best. “One of your neighbor’s video feeds caught a different angle of the perp’s van as it drove off. That led us to a rental agency and then to the van itself. We closed in on it a couple of hours ago. It’s being processed now.”

      “The shooter?” Jackson asked as Ellen and Elizabeth joined them.

      Jael shook her head. “He wasn’t with the van. He abandoned it in a parking lot on the south side of town. Sears and Nguyen are getting everything the rental agency has that might help us.”

      “So it’s not over,” Elizabeth said tightly.

      “Not yet.” She wouldn’t lie to any of them. “But we are closer.” She hoped.

      “Has anyone else been hurt?” Mac asked, her voice weak.

      “No.” She shook her head. “No one else has been hurt.” She placed her coffee on the table next to the bed and drew a deep breath. “Are you up to answering some questions.”

      “No,” Jackson said firmly from across the bed.

      “Jael?” Ellen questioned.

      “I’m sorry, but Mac’s our only witness.” She’d give almost anything to be able to postpone questioning her but she couldn’t. “Look, I don’t like it any more than you do. But I don’t have a choice. This is more than an open case. Mac’s a cop. Hell, she’s brass now and someone was brave enough, or crazy enough, to shoot her in her own home and at a time when any number of people could witness what happened. If that’s not bad enough, we’ve already had a run-in with Wysocki and her IAB goons. If we don’t get this case locked down and soon, she’s going to try worming her way in and taking over the investigation. Trust me, none of us want that to happen.”

      “She’s right.” Mac closed her eyes and grimaced as she tried to change positions. “Bathroom first.”

      “I’ll call the nurse,” Jackson said.

      “No.” Mac shook her head, a mulish expression on her face. “Help me to the bathroom.”

      “Mac, you aren’t supposed to get out of bed,” Elizabeth reminded her.

      “Bathroom.”

      Jael tried not to laugh but failed. The look on Mac’s face reminded her of Chelsea when she was younger and set her mind on something. At the same time, Ellen pressed her lips together and shook her head. Whether Jackson and Elizabeth wanted to admit it or not, they knew Mac’s mind was made up and she was at least going to try to get up—whether they helped her or not.

      For several long moments, Jackson stared at his wife. Then, as if realizing she wasn’t going to back down, he bent and rested his forehead against hers. He brushed his lips against hers and then straightened. When he did, he shook his head.

      “I will carry you into the bathroom and then back to the bed.”

      “You will help me there.”

      “Are they always like this?” Jael asked Ellen as the two tried staring the other down.

      “All too often.” The older woman chuckled softly. “How about this? Jackson, you’ll help her sit up. Mackenzie, if you can stand without too much pain and if you aren’t dizzy, Jackson will help you to the bathroom. But if you start feeling dizzy or feel yourself getting weaker, you will tell him and he will carry you back to bed and we’ll call the nurse.”

      “And you can’t draw on your jaguar for strength,” Jackson said. “Mac,” he drawled when they all saw the protest flash in her eyes. “You can’t shift yet and if you draw on her, you know the urge will strengthen.”

      She didn’t like it. Jael saw it in her expression. Fortunately for all of them, Mac nodded. The first hurdle was cleared. Now, maybe, Jael could diffuse some of the tension before they returned to why she’d come.

      “I ran by your place last night and picked up some things for you,” she said and lifted the duffle in her hand onto the foot of the bed. “How about trading that hospital gown for something a bit more comfortable?”

      The look on Mac’s face was priceless. Jael didn’t doubt for a moment that her friend would have grabbed for the duffle if she’d been able to. Instead, she nodded and watched as Jael produced clean underwear and a pair of pajama bottoms.

      “I thought this would be better than one of your sleep shirts,” she added as she produced one of Jackson’s shirts.

      One corner of Mac’s mouth lifted in a smile and she glanced up at her husband. Jackson chuckled, took the items from Jael and carried them to the small bathroom.

      “I’ll let you in on a secret. I keep stealing that shirt from him,” Mac said.

      Jael chuckled and relaxed. Then she sobered. “You will do as your grandmother said, Mac. Promise me.” She pinned her friend with a firm look.

      Ten minutes later, she watched as Jackson helped Mac back to the bed. Worried by how pale Mac looked, she glanced at the pride leader. His hands were gentle as they lifted Mac’s legs onto the mattress. Then Elizabeth was there to pull the sheet over her. Mac sighed in a mixture of pain and exhaustion as she settled back against the pillow. For a moment she lay there, her eyes closed. Then she reached for the bed controls and raised the head of the bed some.

      “Thanks,” she said as she opened her eyes and reached up to lightly touch the collar of the shirt she now wore.

      “My pleasure. I thought since Nate and I were already there.” She lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I brought you some things as well, Jackson.”

      He nodded without looking from his wife.

      “Did you find anything at the house?” Ellen asked.

      “No.” And that frustrated her more than she’d say. “Too much time and too many people had been there for Nate to catch a scent that might help us.”

      “The van?”

      “Being processed. But there was nothing obvious about it that would help us. I’ll know more later today, after the GPS has been studied and after I see what Sears and Nguyen have learned about the guy who rented it.” Before either woman could ask anything else, she glanced at Mac and shook her head. As she’d feared, Mac’s show of independence left her weak and hurting even more than she had before. “Mac, are you up to answering a few questions?”

      “Ask before the nurse comes in and runs you off.” Mac tried to smile and failed.

      Jael nodded and pulled out her phone. She set it to record and then placed it on the bed next to Mac. Like it or not, she’d follow procedure. She wouldn’t do anything to give Wysocki or anyone else a reason to cast doubt on the investigation.

      “Mac, I’ll try to keep this short.”

      “Quit worrying. Ask.”

      Jael nodded and then identified herself and Mac for the recording. “Yesterday, you told me the shooter seemed familiar. Do you remember?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you remembered from where?”

      Mac shook her head and then, as if remembering Jael was recording her, she answered. “No. It’s all a fog.”

      “If I showed you a picture we pulled from the security feed, would that help?”

      “Maybe.”

      It wasn’t much but it was better than nothing. Wasting no time, Jael reached for her phone and pulled up one of the screen captures she’d downloaded from the video. Once she had, she turned the phone and held it so Mac could see. For several long moments, Mac studied the image. Then she closed her eyes. Jael waited, giving her all the time she needed. As she did, Jackson reached over and turned the phone so he could see the display. His expression hardened and when Jael looked at him, he shook his head.

      “It’s there. I can almost see him,” Mac whispered.

      “That’s okay. You’re doing great.” She rested a hand on Mac’s uninjured shoulder. “We found the van abandoned in a shopping center parking lot in the south part of town.” She described the area, watching Mac as she did. “Can you think of anyone with ties to that area who might want to hurt you?”

      Again, Mac shook her head. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t, Mac. You have nothing to apologize for.”

      “She’s right, Mac,” Elizabeth said gently.

      “Mac, has anything out of the ordinary happened recently? Anything that might help explain what happened yesterday?”

      For a moment, Mac didn’t say anything. Once again, she closed her eyes. Jael waited, worried she might be asking too much of her friend. Then she saw the change in Mac’s expression. It wasn’t much and was gone so quickly she almost missed it.

      “What is it?”

      “I got a couple of e-mails last week. They didn’t make any sense, so I ignored them. You know how it is.”

      Jael didn’t say anything. Instead, she shook her head when Jackson opened his mouth. The e-mails might have nothing to do with what happened but, then again, they might have everything to do with them. What worried her, however, was the fact she hadn’t heard about them before then. Why hadn’t Norwood or Marie said something about them?

      “Mac?” she prompted.

      “They didn’t make sense.” Mac turned her head on the pillow to look at Jael. “Said they were warning me. I needed to be careful.”

      “Mac, your work e-mail’s been checked and nothing like that was found.” And if it had been and she hadn’t been told, heads would roll.

      “Not work, personal e-mail.”

      “Mac!” Jackson looked at her in disbelief.

      “Quiet!” Jael snapped, thinking hard. The implications rattled her. If those e-mails were from the shooter, it meant he either knew Mac well enough to have her personal account information or he knew how to find the information. Neither explanation made her feel any better. “Mac, you know the drill. You can give me permission to access your e-mail and social media accounts or I can get a warrant. What’s it going to be?”

      The corner of Mac’s mouth quirked slightly. “Look at it all. Find the bastard who did this before he hurts someone else.”

      Relieved, Jael asked for her passwords and other account information. Once she had it, she heaved a sigh of relief. “Thanks, kid,” she said after turning off the recording. “Now, is there anything in those accounts you need kept private?” She didn’t have to explain what she meant. Mac shook her head, suddenly looking exhausted.

      “N-no.”

      “You get some rest. I’ll be back later.” She bent and lightly kissed Mac’s cheek. When she straightened, she motioned for Elizabeth to step outside with her. It didn’t surprise her when Ellen followed.

      “What didn’t you tell her?” Elizabeth asked as they took seats in the waiting room.

      “The van itself, unless the evidence techs find something, is a bust. I haven’t heard yet if Sears and Nguyen learned anything from the rental contract or if they have managed to secure video from there.”

      “What about where it was abandoned?” Ellen wanted to know.

      “I doubt we’ll find any security video from the area, but Tanaka’s checking. We might get lucky but I’m not holding my breath. The area is one of those where there are more empty storefronts than occupied.” She leaned back and sighed. “Has she said anything to either of you about those e-mails or anything else that might help us?”

      Both women shook their heads.

      “All right. I’m going to head in after making sure her security’s in place.” She glanced at her phone when it sounded, indicated a text had come in. “Mateo’s on his way. He should be here sometime tonight. In the meantime, he’s ordered his team here. Once they arrive, they’ll supplement security around Mac and the rest of you.”

      They nodded and she saw their relief.

      “What else?” Jael rubbed her eyes as she thought. “Moira and John will bring the twins in a couple of hours. They’re making sure my kids get to school first. Moira said to tell you she’d stay here with Mac so you two and Jackson can get out of here for a while. I want to know before you leave so I can set up security for you.”

      “All right,” Ellen agreed.

      “Then I’d best get on my way. I’ll update Pat on my way out. I have no doubt she’ll be by after the morning brief. In the meantime, call me if Mac remembers anything else.”

      “Have you gotten any rest?” Elizabeth placed a hand on her arm, stopping her before she stood.

      “Not nearly enough.” And that was putting it mildly. “I doubt any of us will until we catch the bastard who shot Mac.”

      The women nodded, their expressions as serious as her own.

      “I wish I had more to tell you. But Mac will be the first to tell you that sometimes the smallest clue leads to the biggest break.” She prayed that was the case this time. “As soon as I know more, I’ll let you know.”

      “You just find the bastard who did this to my daughter,” Elizabeth all but growled. She started to say something else but stopped. Jael waited, watching as she looked around, as if making sure no one could overhear her. “Do you think this has anything to do with what she is?”

      “I wish to God I knew.” That was the question they needed to answer and soon. “The e-mails may give us an answer.”

      Now it was Ellen who made sure no one could overhear. Unlike her daughter, however, she stood and crossed to the door, looking up and then down the corridor before returning to her chair. For a moment, she said nothing. Jael waited, wondering what was on her mind.

      “Call Flynn. Tell him about the e-mails. Make sure he gets copies. He can find out where they were sent from quicker than DPD.” Ellen didn’t look at her. Instead, she stared out the door and Jael had a feeling she saw something very different from the end of the nursing station.

      Since she already planned to do just that, Jael nodded. Then she frowned. Something was bothering Ellen and she had a feeling she needed to know, even if she didn’t want to.

      “What else?” She lightly rested a hand on the woman’s arm, waiting until Ellen looked at her. “I need to know.”

      “It’s nothing. Just a feeling.”

      “About?”

      “About something I need to confirm one way or the other before I say anything else.”

      “Mom?” Elizabeth looked at her mother in concern.

      “It’s all right, Liz.” She patted her daughter’s hand. “I promise, no one is going to hurt Mackenzie or any of the rest of our family ever again.”

      Jael glanced from mother to daughter and frowned. This was one of those times when her duty as a cop seemed to be running up against her duty to the pride and her oaths to protect all pures. Part of her wanted to accept what Ellen said and leave it at that. But she couldn’t, not in good conscience. Not if it meant making sure no one hurt Mac again.

      “Ellen, I respect what you’re saying—and not saying. But if it has anything to do with what happened, I need to know.”

      Ellen’s expression didn’t change but her eyes flashed dangerously. Jael waited, not challenging her. She understood the woman’s desire to not only protect her granddaughter but those like them. She also understood the desire not to make accusations without proof. But Ellen needed to remember Jael was more than a cop, she was one of those who looked to the pride and to the Tribunal. More than once she’d put her life on the line to protect them and she would again.

      “You need to trust me on this, Jael,” the older woman said. When Jael opened her mouth to protest, Ellen lifted a hand and shook her head. “If I’m right, this is going to go far beyond Dallas and DPD. If I’m wrong—and I pray to God I am—then waiting a day or two while I get confirmation won’t hurt.”

      Jael stood and paced the length of the room several times. When she stopped, she nodded once. She’d give Ellen what she wanted but that didn’t mean she couldn’t conduct her own investigation. The fact Ellen was so worried about what might have happened spoke volumes. The possible explanations worried her more than she cared to think about.

      “Twenty-four hours,” she said simply.

      For a moment, Ellen looked like she might argue. Then she nodded.

      Jael blew out a breath and rubbed her temples as her head throbbed. Even though she needed to get to the station, she had one more thing to ask. “What have the doctors said?”

      “Not much, although Patek says she’s getting better.” Elizabeth’s relief shone on her expression and in her voice.

      “She’s going to recover.” Jael willed all of them to believe it. “I need to get on my way. Call me if she remembers anything or if you think I need to get back here. Promise me.” She waited until they nodded.

      Elizabeth walked her to the elevator. “You be careful. I don’t want to have to tell Mackenzie something happened to you.”

      Jael nodded and promised to be in touch as soon as she could. Then, as the doors slid shut and the elevator started down, she pulled out her phone. Holding it in one hand, she considered her options. She should discuss her suspicions with Pat, but she hesitated. This might be one of those situations where it was better to beg forgiveness than to ask permission.
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        * * *

      

      God, her head hurt. Her stomach pitched dangerously. Even her skin seemed to hurt. What had they done the night before? She didn’t remember drinking that much, just her usual glass of wine with dinner.

      Groaning, she rolled onto her back. As she did, her right hand reached over, searching for her husband. Her eyes snapped open to find his side of the bed empty, the sheets cold. Then the all-too-familiar resentment filled her. She’d awakened alone too often, especially lately. His excuses didn’t fool her. He was back to his old habits, habits that could cost him his freedom and her her job.

      “Damn it, Roy,” she muttered as she rolled onto her side and carefully sat up.

      The room rolled and pitched. She swallowed hard against the bile that rose in her throat and dropped her head into her hands. For a moment, she considered calling in sick. Hell, maybe she should call the doctor. She hadn’t felt this bad in years.

      Lifting her head, she looked around the bedroom. Almost instantly, she saw the chair at the foot of the bed. For a moment, she stared at it, her brow furrowed. Then the memory of the night before returned. An almost animal-like sound of protest escaped her lips and she ran to the bathroom. Her stomach pitched. She heaved into the commode, wave after wave fear washing over her.

      Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she stumbled out of the bathroom and down the hall. Her hand shook as she reached out and slowly opened the door to her children’s bedroom. Then she hesitated. Memory of the man telling her he was taking her children. No nightmare had ever been this bad. Her breath hitched. Her pulse pounded. Forcing herself to move, she took one, two halting steps inside. Fear unlike anything she’d ever known filled her. She didn’t dare blink as she reached down to pull back the covers. If her children were gone. . . .

      A sob ripped from her as she saw her son’s dark hair against the white of his pillow. Her knees went weak as she turned and saw his sister sleeping in her bed across the room. Then she saw the sheet of paper resting on the pillow next to her daughter’s head. She reached for it with trembling fingers. A moment later, she backed out of the room after confirming her children, her babies, slept and hadn’t been hurt.

      Julia, she read.

      I thought I’d leave you a reminder of what I can do if you fail me. Your children are safe and sound in their beds, as you see. But remember how easy it was for me to sneak into your home last night and have our little discussion. If you check your phone, you will see how “comfortable” we’re making your husband. Unless you want those darling kids to join him, you will remember our conversation and do as instructed. Now get them ready for school and get to work. I’ll be in contact soon.

      Remember, I’m watching your every move.

      Don’t fail me and especially don’t fail them.

      She closed her eyes and crumpled the page in her fist. Damn Roy! This was all his fault. When he came to her a week ago, full or tears and remorse, she knew he was in over his head again. Then he’d told her what he had to do to stay alive. Initially, she’d told him to run. She didn’t care where. She didn’t care how. She was tired of his bullshit and wanted him out of her life and out of the lives of their children.

      When he told her their kids had been threatened, she didn’t believe him. She’d been through this with him too many times before. Then the email came from a spoofed account. It showed pictures of her kids. Pictures taken at their school, outside playing, even in the car with her. The message had been clear: help her husband or face the consequences. She might be ready to wash her hands of Roy but she’d do nothing to endanger her children.

      After telling Roy this was the last time she’d bail him out, she asked what he needed to do. When he told her, she couldn’t believe it. Then she remembered the threat against the kids. So she sat him down and told him what he needed to do. She planned the hit with the same precision she employed in planning a raid. The only possible problem she saw was getting a vehicle that couldn’t be traced back to either of them.

      That was when she realized whoever Roy was tied to had their home bugged. Within an hour of raising the issue of a vehicle, Roy’s cellphone rang. When he ended the call a short time later, he told her the vehicle had been arranged. It would be delivered the morning of the hit. With that last obstacle out of the way, she told him to keep his mouth shut, to keep sober and to stay out of trouble. She’d get him a gun. Then, when this was over, they were going to have a very long discussion about their future.

      Then she’d locked herself in the bedroom, not because she was heartbroken by what he’d done or by what he still had to do. Far from it. No, she’d needed time to think. She needed to figure out the best way to protect herself and the children. Nothing and no one else mattered.

      She’d told him how to handle the situation. She’d told him how to keep from getting caught. But he’d refused to listen to her. He had to do it his way. Now their entire family might pay the price.

      She didn’t have any love for Santos but the woman didn’t deserve what was about to happen. But she’d do as she’d been told. She had to, for her children.

      God, when had her life gone so wrong?
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        * * *

      

      “I do so love modern technology.”

      He watched as Wysocki read the note he left. When she crumpled it into a ball, he smiled. So predictable. Her ego told her she could figure a way out before his deadline. But her mother’s instinct would force her to do as he said. But, to make sure, he’d send her something to encourage her compliance.

      Watching the video feed on his tablet, he waited. Part of him expected her to make a call. If she was half the cop Santos was, she’d call for help. But she wasn’t that sort of a cop. Far from it. She’d do as instructed, believing she’d be able to walk away when everything was done. He’d let her have her little fantasy, at least for the moment.

      But he could hardly wait to see the look on her face when she realized the trap had sprung and she was caught.

      A few minutes later, he climbed down the stairs to the basement. One of the best investments he’d made over the years was expanding and soundproofing the area beneath his house. Unless anyone knew, they’d never guess there was more to the basement than met the eye. Behind the shelving on the far wall lay another room, one almost as large as the original basement. The soundproofing on it was even more impressive and it allowed him to handle business without bothering his neighbors.

      The door swung shut behind him. Leaning against the wall, he studied the scene before him. Roy Wysocki stood in the center of the room, hands chained above him, his feet chained to bolts in the floor. He sagged against his bonds. Blood streaked his chest. His breathing ragged, he lifted his head and tried to focus through swollen eyes.

      “Roy, you really shouldn’t have let me down,” the man said as he stepped forward. As he did, his companion from the night before appeared from the far end of the room. “Now we’re going to send your wife a little message about what will happen if she fails us.”

      “What you want me to do, boss?” the second man asked.

      “She needs to see we’re serious.” He cocked his head to one side as he studied their captive. Then he glanced at his watch. “She has forty-four hours left to kill Santos. Set your camera up and let her see a little of your knife work. Let him scream all he wants. No one will hear. Just make sure not to hurt him so badly he dies before her time’s up.”

      “Understood.” The man grinned and Roy moaned in fear.

      “Bring me the video when you’re done. You have half an hour.”

      With that, he left the room, closing the door behind him. Whistling happily, he counted down the hours until he could implement the next phase of his plan. But that had to wait until Santos was out of the picture. She needed to be removed from the equation before anything else could be done. He wasn’t going to make the mistake others had of underestimating her.

      Besides, her death would distract her mate and the other members of the pride, making them all easier prey to bring down.

      He only wished he could be there when Wysocki struck. He wanted to see Santos’ expression when she realized why she had to die and who was responsible.
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      Pat stepped inside and looked around. Overnight, the conference room had been transformed. Several smart boards as well as an old-fashioned white board had been moved in. The single conference table had been replaced by several smaller tables as well as a couple of desks. A battered, narrow table rested against the wall to her right. On it rested a coffee maker, requisite supplies and half a dozen or so mugs. Several boxes of doughnuts sat next to them. A single file cabinet stood next to the table. What had been a generic conference room the day before now resembled a small bullpen.

      Good.

      Even better was the sight of several of those assigned to the case already hard at work. Shelly Tanaka worked to set up the smart boards. Officer Murray wrote on the white board, laying out what they knew so far about the case. Timmons had commandeered one of the desks and busily typed away on his laptop. Norwood and Buttkowski sat at one of the tables, reviewing their notes.

      Pat moved across the room to where Marie Duncan sat at the second work table. As she did, the woman looked up and nodded. Anger and concern clouded her eyes. Pat rested a light hand on her shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. Hopefully, that was enough to let her know Mac was getting better. Until they were somewhere private, she didn’t want to say much more. Culver, not to mention Jackson and Ellen, had made it clear that they didn’t want anyone but their inner circle knowing Mac’s true condition.

      “LT.” Tanaka finished programming the smart board and glanced at Murray’s work, nodding in approval.

      “You’ve been busy.” She studied the three boards. Despite all the data displayed, they still didn’t have an ID on the shooter.

      “The case is personal, LT.”

      Pat nodded. Personal was putting it mildly.

      “Finish up. We’ll get started once you have.”

      After pouring herself a mug of coffee, Pat moved to stand in the corner near the larger of the smart boards. She watched as members of the squad arrived, each carefully closing the door behind them to prevent anyone else from seeing inside. Still, as the room began to fill, she knew she needed to step in. There were too many people present and that meant too much of a chance for information to leak out.

      She glanced around and caught first Tanaka’s attention and then Jael’s. Tanaka returned to her place at the front of the room while Jael moved to stand by the door. Once they were in place, Pat set her coffee mug down. As she moved to stand in front of the smart boards, conversations ended as everyone waited for news about the investigation.

      “Let me start with the good news. Captain Santos made it through the night. Her condition has stabilized but she isn’t out of danger yet.”

      She paused when the door opened once again. Seeing Culver and Santiago, she started to call everyone to attention. Before she could, Culver shook his head. While he moved to the front of the room, Santiago took his place next to Jael.

      “I know each of you want to be part of the investigation into her shooting,” Pat continued. “However, we have other cases to work. Detective Tanaka, have you selected your team?”

      Tanaka took a step forward. “I have, LT.” She glanced around the room and Pat had a feeling she was taking a mental roll, making sure those she’d selected were present. “I’ll be glad to have help from everyone here, when you aren’t working your own cases. But the team running point on the investigation is myself, Officer Murray, Detectives Sears, Nguyen, Norwood, Buttkowski and Timmons. I have tagged techs as well. Also, the DA’s Office has assigned ADA Zee Logan to the case. He’ll make sure we have warrants as we need them.”

      “Thanks, Tanaka.” Pat gave a quick jerk of her head, indicating she was taking over again. “If you aren’t part of the lead team, you’re dismissed. I promise we will keep you up-to-date. In fact, when we finish here, I’ll come brief you. In the meantime, work your cases and be ready to brief me on where you stand in an hour.” She watched as those not named, with the exception of Marie, Jael and Culver, left. There were a few frustrated mutters. Since she expected them, she didn’t respond. She’d be upset to be left out as well. “The floor’s yours, Shelly,” she said as the door closed behind the last person to leave.

      “Thanks, LT.” She activated the smart boards again and gave everyone a moment to study the information she’d posted. “The shot on the left is the best image we have of the shooter. So far, there’s been no hit on facial recognition. The techs are expanding their search. Unfortunately, it is easier than most people think to change their looks and FR isn’t as speedy or reliable as TV makes it seem.

      “The second image is from the car rental. This is the man who rented the van we recovered overnight. GPS confirms it is the van the shooter fled in. But, as you can see, the man who rented the van isn’t our shooter.”

      Pat frowned. That was not what she expected to hear. Judging from the grumbles, and a few curses, she heard from the others, they hadn’t expected it either.

      “ID?” she asked.

      “Bogus.” Tanaka waved off any interruptions. “The rental was made out to a Marcus Lawson. The company checked his ID and insurance information, even made a copy of it all. Unfortunately, it was fake. A damned good one, one of the best I’ve seen in years. But it was fake nonetheless.”

      “And the real Lawson?” Pat asked.

      “We’re going to pay him a visit when we finish here, LT,” Tim Nguyen said. “Sears left a message to call but we haven’t heard back from him.”

      “Take backup with you. Chances are he’s simply a victim of identity theft, but let’s not run any risks.”

      “Understood.”

      “Detective, did you find anything in the van that might help?” Culver asked.

      “Negative, sir, at least not so far,” Tanaka said. “It’s been hauled in and the techs are all over it. They might find prints or other forensic evidence we can use.”

      “Tell them I said this case takes priority. If they give you any grief, let me know.”

      “Yes, sir, thank you.” Tanaka turned her attention to the whiteboard again and the timeline Murray had put together. “Sears, Nguyen, after you track down the real Marcus Lawson, verify his story. Do deep runs on him to see if there is anything that pops, especially if there is any connection between him and the captain.”

      “We’ve already started,” Jenny Sears assured her. “Depending on what he tells us, we may be asking Logan for warrants for his bank accounts and phone records.”

      “Keep me in the loop,” Tanaka said and the two detectives assured her they would. “Norwood, I want you and Buttkowski to keep looking at everyone involved in the case the captain was set to testify in yesterday. That seems the obvious connection. So let’s either confirm it or rule it out and move on.”

      “We’ve already spoken with the detectives from Assault/Robbery who worked the case. We’re meeting with the ADA in half an hour,” Norwood said.

      “Good. Find out why he was so insistent the captain take the stand,” Pat told him. “She wasn’t part of the investigative team. He may know something we don’t. If you need someone to help pave the way, contact ADA Logan.”

      “On it, LT.”

      “As for you, Byron.” Tanaka looked at the retired detective and shook her head, a slight smile touching her lips, at the sight of the files spread out around him. “I’d like you to dig and dig deep into the captain’s cases over the last several years. See if anyone she’s put away has been released lately and if they threatened her at any time.”

      “You got it.”

      “If I may?” Jael pushed away from the wall near the door and walked to the front of the room.

      Wondering what she had to say, Pat nodded.

      “I stopped by the hospital on my way in this morning. Captain Santos was awake for a few minutes and I got a little more information from her.” She pulled out her phone, as if checking her notes. “LT, Tanaka, I’ve emailed you each a copy of the interview.”

      Pat gave another nod, her brow furrowing slightly. Jael was playing it close to the vest and she didn’t like it.

      “The captain did confirm that the shooter seemed familiar. She still can’t recall, at least not yet, why.” Tanaka and several others made a note of what she said. “She also said she’d received several emails last week that didn’t make any sense. She said they were warnings that she needed be careful. Unfortunately, they didn’t get any more specific. Because they weren’t direct threats, she ignored them.”

      “Sergeant, I didn’t see those emails or I would have said something.” Marie’s outrage at not knowing was clear.

      “I know.” She gave the woman a reassuring smile. “This is what’s important. The emails came not to the captain’s official email account but to her personal one. I know for a fact very few people have that address. So it’s either someone she knows or someone with the talent to find it out.”

      Before she could say anything else, Marie began typing away on her laptop. “Do you have the log-in information for the account?”

      “I do and we’ll get on that when the briefing’s over.”

      Pat nodded in agreement. She trusted Jael to make sure nothing came from those accounts that could endanger the rest of them.

      “Did Captain Santos have anything else to say?” Culver asked.

      “Negative, sir. They’re still keeping her pretty sedated. I’ll head back over later today to see if she remembers anything else.”

      “When do you think she can have visitors?” Sears asked.

      Pat knew the question would come sooner or later. Cops wanted to be there whenever one of their number was injured. But with Sears, it was more. She and Mac had gone through the Academy together. They’d been best friends since then. That relationship had been strained, thanks to the machinations of a former IAB detective. In the time since, they’d both worked hard to repair it.

      “They are still limiting who can see her, Jen,” Pat said for Jael. “Dr. Patek was very clear when I spoke with him earlier that he wants to keep it that way until she’s stronger. Just getting someone in to talk with her about what happened has been a major undertaking.”

      “We still keeping guards on her?” Buttkowski wanted to know.

      “We are, but the hospital has asked that we not have so many present.” Culver’s comment caught Pat by surprise. She opened her mouth to say something only to snap it shut when he gave her a quick shake of his head. “They explained and I agreed. We will have an officer on station outside the two entrances to the secured unit but no one inside.”

      Pat didn’t like it and, judging from the looks of her detectives, they didn’t either. Hopefully, Culver would explain after the briefing. In the meantime, they needed to wrap this up and get back to work.

      “Understood, sir. Timmons, will you adapt the schedule?”

      “Of course, LT.”

      “Marie, I’d like you and Sgt. Lindsay to check the captain’s personal email. Find those messages and get them to the appropriate techs. I want to know who sent them, where they were sent from and I want that information yesterday.”

      Marie assured her she’d see to it.

      “Tanaka, anything else?” When the detective shook her head, Pat looked to Culver. “Sir?” As she spoke, Santiago slipped out of the room.

      “You’ve got this well in hand, Lieutenant. Keep me in the loop and let’s get this closed out before anything else happens. If we have a conspiracy that is targeting cops, I don’t want anyone else hurt.”

      “We’ll get it done.”

      “If you need anything, let Chief Santiago or me know. Now good hunting.” With that, he left the room, closing the door behind him.

      “LT, what the hell is going on?” Tanaka ground it out.

      Since she had a pretty good idea what Tanaka meant, Pat shook her head. “My guess, politics. But we’re all familiar with the set up at the hospital. The wing is a choke point. Two entries, both require keycards specially coded for the wing to get in. Timmons, make sure we have tanks on the doors. I don’t care if you have to bring them in from other divisions or units. I want the biggest, meanest sons of bitches you can find to guard those doors. Make sure they understand no one not on the lists are allowed in and that they are to be in their vests and fully armed.”

      “Already on it, LT.”

      “Norwood, Buttkowski, get to the courthouse and see what that ADA can tell you. Update Tanaka once you have,” she continued. “Shelly, let me know when you head back out into the field.”

      “Will do, LT.”

      “Jael, I’d like a word in my office. Marie, join us please.”

      “Why don’t we do it in the captain’s office, LT?” Jael suggested.

      She nodded. “I’ll meet you there.” She glanced at the whiteboards and motioned for Tanaka to join her. “What’s your next move?”

      “See what the guy whose ID was used to rent the van has to say. I want to go back to the captain’s neighbors and see if anyone recognizes the second perp. And I need to talk to her myself, see if she recognizes him.”

      Pat nodded. “I’ll make it happen.” She thought for a moment before continuing. “One suggestion. Have Norwood or Buttkowski when they get back check to see if any similar cases have been reported, not just locally but nationwide. Let’s make sure we don’t have a couple of cop haters smart enough to jump jurisdictions so they won’t get caught.”

      Tanaka sucked in a quick breath and her expression turned hard. “I’ll get both of them on it as soon as they get back. They can send out the inquiries and then move on to the captain’s caseload.”

      “Thanks.” Pat drained her coffee. “I’ll order in lunch for everyone later.”

      “You don’t have to, LT.”

      “I know but we’re all going to be putting in extra hours on this. I want to make sure we aren’t missing meals.”

      “Then I’d better make sure Murray and I talk to the captains’ neighbors soon so we’re back in time.”

      “Mind if I tag along when you head out?”

      “Glad to have you, LT. The neighbors know you. That will help.”

      “Then I’ll let you get to it. Let me know when you’re ready to go.” She glanced at Officer Murray. “Murray, change into soft clothes before you hit the field. Don’t forget your vest.”

      “Roger that, LT.” The young woman tried not to smile and failed.

      Grinning, Pat glanced at Tanaka and winked. Tanaka’s smile confirmed what Pat hoped, the two were going to make a good team. But now she had to do the morning brief with the rest of the squad before joining Jael and Marie in Mac’s office.
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        * * *

      

      “How is she?” General Gerald Flynn asked the moment he came to the phone.

      “Healing.” Ellen willed herself to believe it. Mac might not be as seriously injured as they let the rest of the world believe, but she was still badly hurt. It would take time for her to heal, time they might not have. “But I’m afraid the proverbial shit is about to hit the fan.”

      For a moment, Flynn said nothing. Then he blew out a long breath, as if bracing himself for what she had to say. “Tell me.”

      “They still don’t have a name for the shooter. Mackenzie said he looked familiar, but she hasn’t remembered from where. Pat’s people found the van he used abandoned across town last night. So far, however, they don’t have anything to go on.”

      “All right. I’ll contact Lindsay and coordinate with her. I know why she hasn’t officially asked us to intervene, but that doesn’t mean she can’t make use of our people as needed.”

      “Agreed.” Ellen glanced back at the door to Mac’s room and stepped further down the corridor. She didn’t want her granddaughter overhearing what she had to say. “There’s more.”

      “I figured. What?”

      “Pat and Jael had a talk with Ferguson.” Frustration thickened her voice. When this was over, she planned on making sure those two understood how foolish they’d acted. But that had to wait. “He denied having anything to do with what happened. They believed him, to a point. But that’s not why I called. Ferguson said to tell Jackson the pack would be out of town and out of the state by the new moon.”

      For a long moment, Flynn didn’t say anything. Ellen waited, giving him time to consider what she said. No doubt the news struck him as it had her. It didn’t make sense. But did it mean they knew who hurt Mac and were getting out of town before their connection to what happened was discovered?

      “That makes no sense,” Flynn finally said.

      “Agreed. Lycans never voluntarily give up territory unless they’ve hunted it out or a more powerful pack moves in. We both know neither of those has happened. So why leave. More importantly, why leave now?”

      “I take it he hadn’t informed the Tribunal.”

      “Not a word.”

      “Sorry, Ellen. You know I had to be sure.”

      She nodded even though he couldn’t see. It was one of those comments everyone knew the answer to but it had to be made just to make sure there were no misconceptions or misunderstandings.

      “So you see my concern, Ger. It might be coincidence but, like my granddaughter, I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Agreed.” He paused and she heard him shuffling papers. “I’ve already ordered Mateo and his team to Dallas. Unfortunately, it will be another several hours at least before they arrive thanks to flight delays. Then they’ll need to get up to speed with what’s happened. I’ll be contacting Lindsay as well. We will stay in the background, but I want our people working with her to find out what’s going on and to keep Mac and the rest of you safe.”

      “Have your teams heard anything out of the ordinary about any of the packs?”

      “Not that they’ve reported to me, but I will find out.”

      Ellen nodded as Jackson appeared in the doorway to Mac’s room and motioned to her. “Let me know what you find out. I need to go.”

      “Watch yourself, Ellen.”

      “I will, Ger. I’ll update you later.” She ended the call and sent a quick text. It was time to update the rest of the Tribunal and make sure they were safe. If this was an attempt to strike at them, they needed to be prepared. With that done, she slid her phone into her pocket and hurried to where Jackson stood.

      “She’s awake.”

      Relieved, she reached out and gave his hand a quick squeeze. Then she stepped past him. As she did, she smiled to see Elizabeth helping Mac sit up a little. Hopefully, this was another indication her granddaughter was on the road to recovery.
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        * * *

      

      “Sergeant, I swear I didn’t know about the e-mails,” Marie said the moment they entered Mac’s office. “I’d have told you and Lt. King if I did.”

      Jael smiled in reassurance as she motioned for the woman to sit behind Mac’s desk. “I know you, Marie. Just as I know you’d do everything possible to protect her and to find the bastard who shot her.”

      Marie nodded, her expression fierce. Then she inhaled deeply. A moment later, she blew out a breath before switching on Mac’s computer. As she did, Jael copied down the log-in information Mac gave her and handed it over.

      “Do your magic and find out everything you can about the e-mails.” She glanced at the door, making sure they couldn’t be overheard. “Marie, I haven’t formally asked General Flynn for assistance in the case. Hell, officially I can’t. That would have to come from Chief Culver. But you know Mac is the liaison between his unit and the DPD. He’s already offered any and all help to find the SOB who shot her. He doesn’t care if it is official or unofficial. So forward him the emails along with anything you’ve found. He’ll have their tech dig into it as well.”

      “Understood.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she opened up Mac’s email client and then typed in her login and password. “And, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re using his resources.”

      Jael frowned slightly. If that wasn’t a loaded statement, she didn’t know what was.

      “Why?”

      For a moment, Marie didn’t answer. Jael waited, all but holding her breath.

      “Sergeant—Jael, Mac’s special, in more ways than most people will ever realize. We both know that. I might not understand it all, but I wasn’t Michael King’s admin for as long as I was without realizing there are things the public-at-large isn’t ready to know. I also know General Flynn and his unit aren’t exactly your normal Homeland operatives. I have a pretty good idea why. Add to that the loyalty they have all shown the captain and I’m more than glad they are stepping up to help.”

      Jael’s lips twitched in a slight smile and she shook her head. As she did, she recalled the last discussion she had with Mac about the woman. They both felt sure she knew more about what was going on than she let on. It didn’t worry them because Marie was nothing if not loyal. She’d been loyal to King and she was loyal to Mac. Now Jael wondered if there wasn’t more to Marie than any of them suspected.

      “Thank you for understanding.” She thought for a moment. “I’ll work at your desk, if you don’t mind. You stay in here where you won’t be interrupted. Get me those emails and any other information you can pull out.”

      “I’ve already forwarded three emails to you.” Marie glanced down at the screen and her brows knit together for a moment. Then her expression eased. “I’ll check to make sure there aren’t any others. Then I’ll start checking into their IP addresses and see what I can pull out.”

      Jael left her to work. To make sure Marie wasn’t disturbed, she closed the door. Then she settled at Marie’s desk in the outer office. She wanted to check on her kids. She had sources to reach out to, informants to press for information. But before she did that, she had another call, perhaps two, to make. She needed to make sure she understood what Marie didn’t say.

      “Master Sergeant, I was about to call you,” General Flynn said.

      “Sir?”

      “I had an interesting discussion with Ellen Santos a few minutes ago.”

      Jael didn’t curse but it was a close thing. At least the general didn’t sound upset. That had to be a good thing, right?

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your thoughts on what Ferguson told you?”

      “He told the truth, up to a point. I don’t think he ordered the hit on Captain Santos, but I have a feeling he knows more than he’s willing to admit.”

      “Should we pull him in?”

      “Not yet.” She leaned back and thought for a moment. “General, I believe our best bet right now is to keep eyes and ears on him and as many of the pack as we can, especially Jacob Branson. If anyone knows what’s going on in the pack, things Ferguson might not, it would be Branson.” The pack’s enforcer earned his reputation of doing everything it took to protect the pack and the pack leader. The question was if he was still satisfied being Ferguson’s second. If he decided to move against the pack leader, what better way than to cause trouble with the local pride?  “If we snatch any of them up, we run the risk of them going to ground. That’s the last thing we need, at least until we know one way or the other if they were involved.”

      “All right.” Now it was his turn to fall silent for a moment. “Have you ordered your team on it yet?”

      “Negative, sir.”

      “Do so, at least until Major Santos’ squad is in place and operational.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She went on to tell him about the emails. As she did, she opened her email program and forwarded them to him. He promised to have his best techs get on them immediately.

      “I assume you had something else to report.” It wasn’t a question, but it was the opening she needed.

      “Not so much to report but to ask, sir.” She glanced at the closed door and blew out a breath. Whether she was ready for what she might learn or not, she had to ask. “Sir, I just had a very interesting conversation with the captain’s admin.”

      Before she could continue, Flynn chuckled softly. Now it was her brows knitted in confusion. Something was definitely going on.

      “Sir?” She hoped he’d explain that chuckle without making her ask.

      “Marie is solid, Jael.” She relaxed at his use of her first name. “You’ve no reason to worry where she’s concerned.”

      “That’s good to know, sir.”

      “Captain King read her in years ago. She might not be exactly like you and John O’Hara, but she’s close. She is also as loyal to our people, and especially to Mac, as we could want. Tell her you’ve talked with me and then the two of you need to have a long discussion about what’s what. In the meantime, you can trust her.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She started to end the call but stopped. There was one question she had to ask. “Does Captain Santos know, sir?”

      “No. Tell her when you and Marie think it’s time.”

      “Yes, sir, thank you.”

      “Keep me informed, Master Guns.”

      She assured him she would and ended the call. Then she leaned back and punched in another number. After checking on her kids, she’d reach out to her informants. Someone had to know something about what happened to Mac. She prayed they did. Otherwise, the only reasonable explanation for what happened was the one she did not want to think about—that it was related to what Mac was. That was the last thing any of them needed.

      “Sergeant,” Marie said from the doorway to the inner office several hours later.

      Jael’s boots hit the floor with a thud as she sat up and turned to look at the woman. She knew without asking Marie discovered something. “What did you find?”

      “I’ve got the IP addresses and their physical locations for the emails. They come from different locations, all public Wi-Fi sites.”

      Jael cursed once and then nodded for her to continue.

      “Two were sent from the main branch of the Dallas Library. The third was sent from the McDonalds across the street from Baylor.”

      Jael inhaled sharply at that last bit. “You’re sure?”

      Marie nodded once.

      Motioning for her to wait, Jael reached for her phone. “It’s me,” she said the moment Pat answered. “We have locations for where the emails were sent from. One is the McDonald’s across from Baylor. I’m activating Mac’s team here and sending them to the hospital. Will you contact Patek and let him know?”

      “I will. Where are you?”

      “Still in Mac’s office. I’ll have Marie forward all the information to Zee with a supporting affidavit. He’ll get us search warrants for the locations. We might get lucky and will catch the perp on video.” Not that she believed it. Still, they were due a break.

      “Contact Nate and update him. Then get to the hospital. Jackson called a few minutes ago. Mac’s awake again.”

      “Will do.” She stood and motioned for Marie to follow her into Mac’s office. “Don’t you go anywhere without Tanaka or someone from the squad with you, LT.”

      Pat didn’t growl but Jael knew she was grinding her teeth. “You might take your own advice.”

      Jael chuckled. They both knew she wouldn’t

      “I’ll keep you updated, LT.” She shoved the phone into her hip pocket and paced the office several times. Then she smiled at Marie in apology. “Flynn’s getting his people on the emails and has ordered me to make sure Mac and her family are kept safe. I’m asking you to help.”

      “Of course. What do you want me to do?”

      “First, get the affidavits drawn up. I’ll sign them and then we’ll send them to Zee. I’ll let him know to expect them. Then gather your things up, anything you need to work. We’re going to the hospital. I’ll clear it with Culver. I want you in the room with Mac when I can’t be there. If she remembers anything, let me know. If you see or hear anything that doesn’t feel right, let me know.”

      “What else?” As she spoke, Marie once again settled behind Mac’s desk and got to work on the affidavits.

      “General Flynn suggested we have a talk, but that’s going to have to wait until this is over. In the meantime, I’m glad to have you onboard and hope you don’t mind but I’m pulling you in, at least temporarily, to Mac’s special unit.” She had a feeling she didn’t need to explain what unit she meant.

      “Just tell me what you want me to do.” She glanced over as the printer started spitting out page after page and then turned her attention back to Jael. “Captain King told me long ago what he was. After that, it wasn’t difficult to figure out what was going on with Captain Santos after she woke in the morgue. You can trust me, Jael.”

      “I know and I do.” More than that, she was trusting her with the lives of so many she cared for. “Are you armed?”

      “I am.”

      “Stay that way.” In fact, they’d make a stop on their way to the hospital. She wanted to make sure Marie had all the firepower she might need. “I’ll let you finish up. We’ll leave as soon as we send the affidavits to Zee.”

      “They should be ready in half an hour or so.”

      Jael thanked her and returned to the outer office. Her phone buzzed before she could sit down. When she looked at the display, she didn’t know whether to laugh or shake her head. She’d been expecting to hear from him since leaving the hospital. Mateo Santos’ text was to the point.

      Back in the States. Squad and I will be in Dallas by nightfall. Keep Mac safe until I get there. Find a secure line and call me. I want a full update ASAP.

      She quickly texted back that she’d call within the hour. Then she went to find Norwood. It was time to fill him in and see what he’d learned from his discussion with the ADA prosecuting the case Mac had been scheduled to testify in.
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      “Mac, don’t,” Jackson growled as she tossed back the sheet with her right hand.

      Her left arm rested in a sling. An IV tube snaked down from the bag above her bed, disappearing under gauze taped to the back of her right hand. The bandages at her neck made it look like she had a large goiter. Pain etched lines from the bridge of her nose to the corners of her mouth. None of which hid the flash of anger in her eyes as her husband tried to convince her to lie back down.

      “Don’t you don’t me,” she snapped. Then she closed her eyes and drew a calming breath. “Jackson, I’m not being foolish. But I’m going crazy in bed. All I want is to sit in the recliner for a few minutes. Please.”

      Except that wasn’t the whole truth. She wanted out of bed and she wanted her family to quit hovering. She wanted to know what was going on in the investigation into her shooting. She wanted to make sure her family and the pride were safe. But her husband refused to answer any but the most vague of her questions. It didn’t matter that Dr. Patek told them less than an hour earlier that she was going to be all right. It didn’t matter that he’d reminded them she wasn’t as badly injured as they let the rest of the world think. Jackson, her mother and grandmother still acted as if she was on death’s doorstep. If they didn’t back off, she was going to scream.

      “Mackenzie, the doctor said you weren’t to get out of bed,” her mother said.

      “Without help,” she corrected.

      Her right hand fisted in the sheet, the only indication she didn’t feel as good as she wanted them to believe. Hopefully, the room would stop spinning before one of them noticed. Otherwise, she didn’t have a hope in hell of getting out of bed, even to go to the bathroom.

      And, damn it, she hated bed pans.

      “I swear, I’ll call the nursing station if you won’t help me.”

      She ground out the words, grateful her jaguar agreed with her. Since waking this last time, Cait had been quiet, too quiet, for her peace of mind. Then she realized the jaguar was sulking because they weren’t allowed to shift. Not that Mac blamed her. Instinct told her she needed to shift to heal faster. But this was neither the time nor the place to do so, even if she’d been strong enough to.

      Then there was the little complication of being pregnant. She had no clue what shifting would do to her unborn child. A quick flicker of fear lit at the thought of doing anything that might hurt the baby. It was quickly followed by the truly terrifying thought of giving birth to a jaguar cub. Talk about letting the proverbial cat out of the bag.

      Damn but there was still so much she didn’t know about this life of hers.

      Seemingly unaware of the track her thoughts followed, Jackson glanced first at Elizabeth and then Ellen. When her grandmother reluctantly nodded once, Mac relaxed. That was a good sign, right?

      “You two go ahead. I’ll stay here,” he said as he slipped an arm around Mac’s waist and carefully helped her to her feet.

      “Wait, what?” She looked from one to the other, trying to figure out what he meant.

      “They’re going home and getting some rest. I’ll stay here.”

      Not only no, but hell no. She shook her head and sat back down. When she did, Jackson looked at her in surprise.

      “No.” She shook her head again. “All three of you will go home and get some rest. You haven’t left the hospital since I was shot.”

      “Mackenzie.” Her mother’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “I promise I won’t get out of bed.” At least not much. “But only if you go home and rest.”

      “Mac.” Now it was Jackson who looked as if he didn’t believe her.

      “Jackson, you have the pride meeting tonight. All three of you need to be there. Hell, I need to be there, but I know that’s not going to happen.”

      They nodded.

      “Because I can’t be, the three of you need to look rested and confident that I’m going to be all right. More than that, you need to reassure our people that everything is going to be all right. And I do mean everything. We will find the person who shot me. If it had nothing to do with what we are, DPD will handle it. If it is related to who we are, the Tribunal will render judgment.”

      Jackson growled before lowering his head in reluctant agreement. Then he pinned her with a firm look, one that left no doubt he was an alpha. “You don’t move from this bed without a nurse helping you.”

      “And don’t think you’re going to be alone. The twins will be here shortly,” Elizabeth said.

      Mac promised to be good, mentally crossing her fingers as she did. At least she’d be able to manipulate the twins easier than these three—she hoped.

      “Pat or Jael will be in later as well. They’ve been very worried about you.” Ellen lightly kissed her cheek, her hand resting on Mac’s uninjured shoulder.

      “I’ve been pretty worried about me too,” Mac admitted.

      Jackson gently sat on the edge of the mattress at her side. When he slid an arm about her shoulders, careful of her wounds, she rested her head against his chest. The slow beat of his heart reassured her even as it reminded her of all she had to live for. He was the best thing to ever happen to her with one exception. A slight smile touched her lips and her right hand lightly rested against her still flat stomach. As she did, she realized neither he nor her mother or grandmother had said anything about the baby. Could she have imagined Jael telling her she was pregnant or did they not know? Either way, she needed to find out.

      Might as well add that to the long list of questions she had for her former training officer.

      “Go on, love. I’ll be good.” She lifted her face to lightly kiss the line of his jaw.

      “Call me if you need me.”

      “I will.” She let him settle her back against the mattress. Then she smiled at her mother in appreciation as Elizabeth adjusted the pillows for her. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Elizabeth ran a hand over her daughter’s hair. “Can we bring you anything?”

      “Real food?” she asked with a grin. She hated hospital food and her jaguar kept sending her images of rare steak. As if on cue, her stomach growled loudly.

      “We’ll see what Patek says.” Jackson gathered up his keys and wallet from where they rested on the bedside table. For a moment, he looked around, as if suddenly realizing something and not knowing what to do. “The cops have her phone and mine.”

      Mac nodded, a frown dragging at the corners of her mouth. Then she looked at her mother in question as Elizabeth produced her own cellphone. Mac watched as her mother did something with the phone before extending it to her.

      “I took the fingerprint lock off,” the woman explained. “We’ll stop and pick up new phones for you and Jackson on our way back.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Get some rest. Your brother and sister will be here soon.” Jackson waited next to the door for Elizabeth and Ellen. “We’ll be back in a couple of hours, love.”

      The moment the door closed behind them, Mac blew out a relieved breath. She knew they meant well, just as she knew they worried about her. She worried about them as well. Not wanting to risk anything happening to them, she reached for her mother’s cellphone. She cursed softly as she fumbled one-handed to send Pat a text.

      Jackson and others going home to rest. Make sure eyes on them at all times.

      Done. Are you alone?

      Mac gritted her teeth as she read Pat’s response. She could almost feel the disapproval in her friend’s text.

      Not for long. Twins on their way.

      Hopefully, that would be enough to satisfy Pat. If not, Mac knew it would be only a matter of time before Pat had someone there to sit on her, literally if necessary, to keep her from doing anything foolish. Not that she planned on being stupid. All she wanted was to get out of bed for a few minutes. She needed to prove to herself she was getting stronger, healing. Then, maybe, she’d be able to convince Patek she was strong enough to shift.

      Good. We’ll do better shifted, Cait said in the back of her mind.

      Mac gave her jaguar-self a mental caress and nodded in agreement. Then she eyed the recliner across the room. She could walk that far on her own, couldn’t she? She could. She would. But not yet. She wanted to make sure the others had really left and weren’t going to suddenly appear in the doorway in an attempt to catch her breaking her promise.

      Except her bladder had other plans. Carefully, Mac swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. For a moment, she stayed there, her uninjured hand resting on the mattress, steadying her as the room gave a spin. When it stopped, she reached for the IV bag where it hung over the bed. With it nestled in her sling, she carefully made her way the few steps across the room to the adjoining bathroom.

      “Would you care to be tellin’ me what you think you’re doin’, Makenzie?”

      Mac considered retreating inside the bathroom and locking the door behind her. She didn’t need to look to know Moira O’Hara was pissed. When the woman’s accent was more Irish than Texan, it was a sure indication of her mood. At the moment, Moira sounded like she’d just stepped off the plane from County Cork for the first time.

      Feeling like a teen caught sneaking into the house after curfew, Mac hung her head and took a step toward her bed. Almost instantly, Moira was at her side. The redhead slid an arm around Mac’s waist, taking on much of her weight, which was a good thing. By the time Mac lay back, her legs shook and sweat ran down her spine. Maybe getting up wasn’t’ such a good idea after all.

      “Thanks.” She smiled up at her friend and carefully shifted to find a more comfortable position.

      “You’re as bad as my girls.” Moira shook her head and frowned. “Where are the twins?”

      Well, that answered one question. Pat, or possibly Jackson, had called and told her the others were going home for a few hours.

      “Not here yet.”

      Mac reached for her glass of water where it rested on the bedside tray. Then, seeing how her hand shook, she let her arm fall. It was embarrassing enough that Moira knew she was too weak to get up yet. But to have her see her hand shake as she did something as simple as reach for a glass of water. No, she couldn’t handle that, not right now.

      Moira didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she sighed and smiled down at Mac in understanding and affection.

      “Can I get you anything that doesn’t require me leaving this room?”

      Mac chuckled softly. She deserved that. “No.”

      She’d like a tablet or laptop but that wasn’t going to happen. If the cops had her phone, they had her other electronics as well. But she did have her mother’s cellphone. That would have to do—assuming Moira let her use it.

      “Then stay where you are.” Moira pinned her with a firm look before producing her own cellphone and sending a quick text to someone. “John’s going to bring you some lunch. But only if you stay in that bed until he gets here.”

      Mac didn’t hesitate. “I promise to be good.”

      Moira’s expression spoke volumes. She didn’t believe Mac, not that Mac blamed her. After all, she didn’t have the reputation of being a compliant patient.

      “I mean it, Mac. You stay in bed.”

      With that, Moira turned and disappeared inside the bathroom. Taking advantage of the time alone, Mac reached for her mother’s cellphone. Then she cursed softly. Her mother might have left her the phone, but she did so knowing what Mac would try the first chance she got—she’d want to check the security video of the shooting. Except the phone’s web browser was locked. Not only did that prevent Mac from logging in to see the video, she couldn’t check e-mail, the newspaper, anything. The growl that sounded deep in her throat could have come from her jaguar. How was she supposed to relax if they wouldn’t let her see what was going on in the world?

      Before she could decide between calling her mother for the password or asking Marie to come hack the phone for her, the bathroom door opened. Mac shook her head and dropped the phone onto the mattress at her side. A large Irish wolfhound padded across the tile in the direction of the bed. Moira clearly was taking no chances. Her shifted form gently climbed onto the mattress and settled down, her head resting on Mac’s stomach. Mac’s fingers caressed the dog’s ears.

      “You’re not going to let me do anything until the others get back, are you?” she asked.

      The wolfhound lifted its head and gave a very human nod.

      “Even when the twins get here?”

      This time the wolfhound shook its head. The message was clear. Mac was in bed and going to stay there until either Dr. Patek or Jackson said differently—whether she liked it or not.

      
        
        *   *.  *

      

      

      “Listen up, everyone.”

      Pat crossed to the front of the conference room and gave a slight nod. Every member of the growing taskforce investigating Mac’s shooting was present. Good. That meant she wouldn’t have to repeat herself half a dozen times.

      “As you can see, we’ve pulled in Detective Robards from Robbery and Detective Spinosa from Cyber. Gentlemen, make sure you get up-to-date with where we stand.”

      The two detectives nodded.

      “Spinosa, I want you working with Norwood and Buttkowski. They are doing a deep crawl through the captain’s case files, especially the case she was scheduled to testify in yesterday. See what you can find. They’ll brief you.”

      “You got it, LT.”

      “Robards, I want you checking into the Happy Home Health Associates. We ran the ID used to rent the van our shooter used. The real Marcus Lawson is an eighty-five year old male who hasn’t driven in more than a year. Detective Tanaka and I interviewed him.” Or tried to “He most definitely isn’t the shooter. Unfortunately, due to his medical condition, he couldn’t identify the man who rented the van using his ID.

      “His granddaughter, who is now his caretaker, said he suffered a major stroke approximately eight months ago. She’s been caring for him the last few months, moved her from Wisconsin where she’d been completing her nursing degree. Before then, the family used Happy Home. To say they hadn’t been satisfied with the level of care Mr. Lawson received is putting it mildly. They filed a complaint with the State when they noticed money missing from his bank accounts and items going missing from the house. Robards, see what you can find out about them. Be sure to check with the State as well and see if we have a pattern here.

      “Norwood, get a list of employees, past and present. Run them and their families against the images of the shooter and the man from the rental agency. Who knows, we might get lucky.”

      Not that she believed it. Nothing about this investigation had been easy.

      “Did either Mr. Lawson or his granddaughter give you anything that might help?” Jenny Sears asked.

      “Not yet,” Tanaka replied before Pat could. “But she’s going to check with the various credit bureaus, as well as her grandfather’s bank and credit card companies. And, before you guys ask, she volunteered. To say she’s pissed about someone stealing her grandfather’s identity is putting it mildly. She offered to help us nail him to the wall, literally.”

      Pat chuckled softly. After her initial outrage, Keeley Lawson exploded with a string of curses that would put a blush on a sailor’s cheeks. Then, not wanting to upset her grandfather, she’d all but dragged Pat and Tanaka into the backyard. Then she wanted to know what she could do. No one, absolutely no one, took advantage of her grandfather. If they wanted her to run a sting, she would. If they told her who it was and gave her a gun, she’d deal with him. She also promised to open all her finances and her grandfather’s for them to examine if that would help. Then she pulled out her phone and started making calls, doing what she could to track down whoever it was that violated the family’s trust.

      “Trust me, the perp might think we’re his worst nightmare, but Keeley Lawson is even worse. We will, of course, verify what she said, but my gut tells me they aren’t involved.” She glanced around, considering her next move. “Timmons, give her a call when we finish here. She’ll give you access to her grandfather’s accounts. Maybe you can shake something out quicker than she can.”

      Timmons nodded and scribbled a quick note on his legal pad.

      “What about the emails, LT?” Nguyen asked.

      “Sent from different public Wi-Fi locations. ADA Logan has gotten us warrants for the locations. Tanaka will assign who serves which one after the briefing.” She nodded for Tanaka to take over.

      “Anything from the labs?”

      Papers shuffled and keyboards came to life as several of those gathered called up information. Pat ducked her head to hide her smile when Officer Murray was the first to respond.

      “Ballistics has run the bullets. Two were too badly damaged to get anything more than general information. The third, however, had enough rifling on it to run.” She looked up from her iPad, her expression dark. “The bullets were .45 ACP. They ran the rifling pattern through all available databases and got a hit.”

      The room fell silent as they waited. Could this be the break they’d been waiting for.

      “The gun, a Glock 21, was used in a series of robberies last year. Robbery broke the case and arrested three people after the last robbery ended with the store clerk being shot in the leg. Patrol officer Derek Neal vouchered the weapon and it was logged into evidence. The three perps all accepted pleas and the gun was supposed to have been destroyed three months ago.”

      The air of expectation that filled the room a moment earlier turned to disbelief and anger. Pat clinched her teeth to keep from cursing. She gave herself a moment to get her emotions under control. Then she motioned Murray to the front of the room.

      “Lay it out for us.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Checking her notes from time to time, Murray walked them through the time from when the gun was recovered to when it was logged out of the property room along with a number of other weapons to be destroyed. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. Nothing except the fact the Glock had been used to shoot their captain. The obvious implication was that a cop was involved. But Pat knew better than to jump to conclusions. The gun could have gone “missing” after leaving police custody.

      But they had to be sure.

      “Good job, Murray.” Even if the information was the last thing she expected.

      “The LT’s right.” Tanaka motioned for Murray to return to her seat. “LT, you’re going to need to let the Chief know.”

      Pat nodded. Wasn’t that going to be fun?

      “That last, as with everything connected to this case, doesn’t leave this room. I’ll make sure the lab knows. If I catch the faintest hint of it, there’s going to be hell to pay. Understood?” Pat made eye contact with everyone, waiting until they nodded. “The fact the gun used was one confiscated during an investigation doesn’t mean another cop was involved. We all know that. So don’t let it blind you to other possible suspects. However, it means we need to take a look at those we know have a beef with the captain and see if there are any others. Here’s where we’re going to start.”

      She turned to the smartboard and called up the ID photo and current assignment of Angela Walsh, the motor pool officer responsible for assigning Michael King the SUV he drove the day he and the other two officers were ambushed and killed. Next came Alicia Avery. The detective had been a year ahead of Mac at the Academy. Her resentment that Mac made lieutenant while she had yet to make her bars came to Pat’s attention during another case. The question was if that resentment ran deeply enough to cause her to take direct action against Mac. Pat added two more photos, also cops who’d been foolish enough to ignore their duties on cases Mac investigated. The last photo she put up didn’t need explanation. Everyone there knew about the bad blood between their captain and the head of IAB.

      “Shelly, I know this is your case, but I’m going to make these assignments since I’ve had the misfortune of dealing with almost everyone up here.”

      “Of course, LT. Better you than me.”

      Pat snorted out a laugh. She didn’t blame Tanaka one bit for gladly handing off this part of the case. She’d do the same thing if she could.

      “Buttkowski, you take Walsh. You’ll find more information on her in the file into the investigation into Captain King’s murder. Walsh was assigned to the motor pool at the time and didn’t do a follow-through with regard to the captain’s report of his tires being slashed. She also didn’t tell anyone what happened until Mac tracked it down after being assigned the case. Pull Mac’s interview notes. Walsh made it clear she definitely resented the fact the brass, much less Mac, pulled her in to interview her. I don’t think she’s involved with what happened, but we need to make sure.”

      “Understood, LT.”

      “Take Detective Amory as well. She definitely has a hard-on for our captain and did everything she could to insult and treat Mac as a suspect in her mother’s stabbing. Since then, she’s been counseled at least twice for insubordination and she received an official reprimand over her conduct toward Mac. Again, I don’t think she’s involved but we need to make sure.

      “Sears, Nguyen, you take the next two. They are run-of-the-mill complaints we get periodically from detectives who feel we’ve stepped on their toes in an investigation. These two, however, tried taking the matter all the way to the top. They were slapped down and reprimanded. That’s prevented them from promoting any further as well as insuring they have some pretty shitty assignments.”

      “And her?” Sears nodded to the last picture on the smartboard.

      Pat blew out a breath. That was the million-dollar question. Hell, it was the trillion-dollar question.

      “Before I answer, there’s one thing we need to keep in mind. We’re going to be looking into cops. Under any other circumstances, I’d be informing IAB. After all, that’s their territory. However, not this time. I will inform Chief Culver. If he overrules my decision, we’ll obey orders. Until then, this is for us to do. I don’t like it one bit and if you have a problem looking into fellow cops, let me know now. Otherwise, we’ll consider the subject closed.”

      Once again, she looked around the room, making eye contact with each member of the team. Most looked as uncomfortable about the situation as she felt. Not that she blamed them. No one wanted to think a cop could be behind what happened to Mac. But these were leads they had to run down and exclude. Otherwise, they weren’t doing their duty to Mac, to DPD and to Dallas.

      “And to answer your question, Jenny, I’ll take Wysocki. But, as with the others, I need to discuss the matter with Chief Culver before we go much further.” She turned and studied the various boards and all the information on them. “Shelly, I’ll leave you to finish the briefing. I’d better let Culver know right away.”

      “Good luck, LT.’

      “Thanks.”

      She was going to need it. Culver wasn’t going to like the direction the investigation was taking one little bit.

      “LT, before you go.” Murray waited until Pat indicated she should continue. “You mentioned the captain’s mother being stabbed. I wasn’t with the squad back then, so I’m not up on all that happened. But could what happened to the captain be linked to the attack on her mother?”

      God, she hoped not. That would be even worse than finding out a cop was involved.

      “It’s possible but I doubt it. The perp is in federal custody on other charges and the person who hired him to attack Mrs. Wheeler is dead.” Still, it was something they had to look at, even if it meant risking exposure. “Pull the case file and see if you can find anything that ties it to the captain’s shooting.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Praying she hadn’t opened a whole new can of worms, Pat left the conference room, closing the door behind her. Now to find Culver and let him know the latest on the investigation. They had a few answers and a hell of a lot more questions. What she wouldn’t give for Mac to remember why the shooter seemed familiar.
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      Jael stood in the doorway and shook her head. The sight of Moira’s wolfhound form stretched out next to Mac, her head on Mac’s stomach, might not seem strange—unless you considered they were in a hospital and the hound was normally a slender redhead—but it put Jael on alert. She could think of only a few reasons why their friend had shifted and none of them reassured her.

      Before asking, she glanced around the room. Her brows knitted in a frown to find Moira and Mac the only ones there. Then she glanced at her watch. Her lips thinned and she bit back a curse. The twins, Danny and Abigail, should have been there half an hour ago. So where were they?

      Unless they had a damned good excuse, she’d be having a very serious discussion with them the moment they returned.

      “Let me guess.” She stepped inside and the door swung shut behind her. “You tried to get out of bed without help.”

      Before Mac could answer, the wolfhound lifted its head and gave a very human nod. Jael moved to the side of the bed and reached over to caress the “dog’s” ears.

      “Thanks for keeping an eye on her, Moira.” She gave the wolfhound’s ears another scratch. “But we need to talk now.”

      The wolfhound carefully climbed off the mattress. Jael watched as she padded around the bed. A moment later, she disappeared inside the bathroom. Jael closed the door, giving her privacy as she shifted back. Then she turned her attention to Mac, her expression serious.

      “Are you trying to kill yourself?” She glared at Mac for a moment and then blew out a breath. “You’re so damned stubborn.”

      “Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?” Mac grinned, unabashed.

      “Let me try this. What were you trying to do when Moira arrived?”

      For a moment, Mac remained silent. Then she sighed and reached for the bed’s controller. Jael waited as she adjusted the angle of the head of the bed until she sat close to upright.

      “I’d come out of the bathroom.”

      “Without help, apparently.”

      Mac gave a nod.

      “Look, I get it, Mac. I’d be going stir crazy myself. But you have to do what the doctors tell you.”

      “You sound like Jackson.”

      “Be glad it was Moira who found you and not him—or me.” Jael relented a bit and smiled slightly. Then she carefully leaned one hip against the mattress. “But I will also take your act of rebellion as a sign you’re feeling better.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, just don’t set your recover back by being foolish.” She waited until Mac nodded in reluctant agreement. “Now, where are your brother and sister?”

      If anything happened to them, there would be no keeping Mac in the hospital, much less in bed.

      “They stopped by the pub to pick up lunch for her. John was going to bring it by. Then they called and said they’d run through a drive-through and bring her a burger,” Moira said as she emerged from the bathroom. “I suggested they detour and pick up whatever John was preparing for her instead.”

      Relieved, Jael let herself relax a little. Not only were they safe but she didn’t have to deliver what her kids would call her “mom lecture” when Abby and Danny arrived. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to remind them how important it was to keep everyone informed of their whereabouts until they captured the bastard who shot their sister.

      As if that was their cue, the door swung open and the twins stepped inside. Abby carried several sacks emblazoned with an Irish Rose on them. Danny held a large thermos and a duffel. Seeing their sister awake, the twins hurried to the bed and kissed her cheek. Then, while Abby set out the food John sent, Danny stowed the duffel in the small closet across the room. As they did, the smells of homemade beef stew, fresh bread and coffee filled the room. Jael’s stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten for hours.

      “John sent enough for everyone,” Abby said.

      She pulled the beside tray across the bed and made sure it was adjusted to make eating easier for her sister. A moment later, she placed a bowl of stew, a slice of still hot bread and a cup of coffee on the tray. The last thing she did was tuck a cloth napkin into Mac’s collar. Jael fought the urge to laugh as Mac’s eyes blazed at being treated like a child. Then Mac sighed and thanked her sister.

      “Moira, if you’ll help her, I need to have a quick word with these two.”

      Before the twins could protest, Jael took them each by the arm and marched them into the waiting room across the hall. It was time to have a talk with them, reminding them things weren’t as they seemed where their family was concerned.

      “Jael, what the hell?” Abby demanded.

      “Shut up and sit down.” She kicked the door shut. She waited, watching as they went from resentment and anger to resignation as they realized she wasn’t going to explain until they did as she said.

      “Jael?” Danny asked.

      “Guys, I understand why you made the detour to the pub. Hell, I appreciate it and I know your sister does. But you didn’t let anyone but Mac know. You know better than that, especially in times like this. We don’t know who shot her. We don’t know why they shot her. That means we don’t know what they might do next—and that includes using you to strike at her.” She gave them a moment to consider what she said.

      Abby swallowed hard and Jael had a feeling she was remembering the last time she foolishly put herself at risk. “Do you think this has to do with what she is?”

      “I don’t know, kid. I honestly don’t know. Until we do, we have to assume it’s a possibility. That means all of us, including the two of you, have to take precautions.” She held up a hand before they could interrupt. “I’m not talking moving back into the safehouse. I mean simply using your heads. Like today. Did you let Jackson or your mother or your grandmother know you’d changed plans?”

      The shook their heads.

      “So learn from this and don’t do a repeat performance. Please.” The last thing she wanted was to have to tell Mac something happened to either her brother or sister.

      “We will,” Abby promised. “Sorry we worried you.”

      Relenting, Jael drew them to their feet and into a hug. “You two drive me as crazy as my kids do, but I still love you.”

      They laughed and returned her hug. Then they stepped back.

      “Is she all right?” Danny nodded in the direction of his sister’s room.

      “She’s better. It’s going to take time for her to fully recover.” And that reminded her of something else she wanted to discuss with them. “But she’s getting tired of being in bed. Moira caught her coming out of the bathroom on her own when she arrived.”

      Anger and frustration flashed across Abby’s face. Seeing it, Jael knew the young woman wouldn’t be leaving her sister’s side any time soon. Good. That solved two potential problems. Now if the rest were as easy.

      “Come, eat,” Moira said as they returned to Mac’s room.

      Mac looked up, her mouth full, and motioned with her right hand toward the bowls of stew Moira set out. That was all the encouragement Jael needed. Thanking Moira, she grabbed a bowl and dug in, moaning in pleasure at the first spoon of rich stew. A moment later, she accepted a mug of coffee, real coffee and not hospital or cop shop swill. She sipped and watched as Mac ate with an enthusiasm that reassured her.

      “Moira, do you mind looking after my kids again today until I’m off shift?” she asked between bites.

      “Not at all.” The redhead carefully refilled Mac’s mug. “Shall I pick them up after school?”

      “If you don’t mind.” Until this was over, she wasn’t willing to risk her kids any more than she’d risk Mac’s family.

      “I’ll be glad to.” Moira cocked her head and looked at the twins. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “I—” Abby began.

      “Go on. Jael looks like she’s got some questions for me,” Mac said and Jael nodded.

      “I’ll stay with her until Jackson or your mother and grandmother get back,” Jael promised.

      “Are you sure?” Danny asked his big sister.

      “I am.” Mac put down her spoon and then held her right hand out to him. “I’m more glad than you two know that you came home to be with me. Trust me, I’m going to need the two of you over the next few days. But right now, all I want is to sleep some and answer Jael’s questions, not necessarily in that order. I’ll feel better if you’re with Moira and John. I know they’ll keep you safe.”

      Neither Abby nor Danny looked like they agreed. But, instead of arguing, they nodded. When they did, Jael relaxed. Maybe they were finally growing up.

      Half an hour later, the door closed behind Moira and the twins. Jael poured Mac another cup of coffee. Then she helped her to the bathroom. Worried by how weak her friend was, she reminded herself it could have been worse. If Mac hadn’t been wearing her vest, if she were a normal, she could have died. Instead, she lived. In six months or so, she’d give birth to her first child. All Jael and the others had to do was find the person responsible for hurting her and make sure they never had the chance to do so again.

      “Now, be honest, how do you feel?”

      Mac sighed softly and cradled her left arm in its sling in her right. “I hurt. I won’t lie. But I’m going crazy not knowing what’s happening with the investigation.”

      Since she understood, Jael lightly patted her friend’s arm in reassurance. “I’ll tell you what I can—after you answer a few questions.”

      “Ask before they come in and sedate me again.”

      Jael grinned at the frustration in Mac’s voice. That reassured her more than anything that Mac was healing.

      “First question, not really case related. Did you know before you were shot that you’re pregnant?”

      Mac’s reaction was classic. Her mug stopped halfway to her mouth. Her eyes grew huge. Then she carefully, so very carefully, set the mug down. Something Jael thought might be excitement shone in Mac’s eyes. Before she could ask about, Mac reached for her hand.

      “I didn’t imagine Patek telling me that?” she asked hopefully.

      Smiling, Jael shook her head. “No, you didn’t imagine it.” And that answered her question. “You’re pregnant and the baby is fine.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Jael nodded. Then she laughed when Mac started jabbing the call button. A moment later, one of the nurses assigned to Mac’s case shoved open the door and hurried inside. She looked between Jael and Mac, her expression worried.

      “Get me Patek,” Mac ordered.

      “Mackenzie, what’s wrong? Are you hurting?” the nurse asked.

      “Get me Patek,” Mac repeated.

      “Do it.” Jael climbed to her feet and moved to the nurse’s side. “She just realized she hadn’t imagined Patek telling her she’s pregnant. I have a feeling she needs to hear him say the baby’s all right.” She spoke softly, her eyes never leaving the nurse’s face.

      “I’ll do it, but you need to calm down.” She pinned Mac with a firm gaze.

      “Get me Patek and I promise to be good.”

      Jael knew it wouldn’t last long but it was enough to send the nurse out of the room.

      “Pregnant.” Mac grinned even as she shook her head. “Do the others know?”

      “I have a feeling they didn’t hear Patek when he told us. They were holding onto his reassurances that you’re going to be all right.”

      She went on to explain to Mac how the doctor originally told them she might not make it, setting the stage for the story Culver and the others were telling the public. Mac frowned and Jael understood. Mac might understand why Culver and General Flynn too the steps they did, but she didn’t approve of her family being used that way.

      “How long? Did Patek say?”

      “I asked later. You’re almost three months along, best he can guess. Now that you’re better, I’m sure he’ll order more tests and have some questions for you.” She grinned and reached for her friend’s hand. “You’re going to be a great mother, Mac. But I know you. I can see all the questions you have. Talk to your grandmother when she gets back. She’ll answer them for you.”

      Mac nodded. Before anything more could be said, Dr. Patek entered the room. He smiled to see Mac awake. They watched as he disappeared inside the bathroom to wash his hands. A few moments later, he lowered the bed and began examining Mac.

      “So, Hannah tells me you finally realized you’re pregnant.” He carefully removed the bandages at her neck.

      “I’m really pregnant?”

      “You’re really pregnant.”

      Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he replaced the thick bandages with a smaller one. Then he turned his attention to her other injuries. Jael waited, watching closely as bandages were changed and wounds cleaned. When he once again settled Mac’s arm in the immobilizer, Patek smiled.

      “You are recovering nicely, Mac, but no more trying to get up on your own. Not yet, at least. However, I’m going to issue orders for you to start getting out of bed and walking a little. But only with a nurse in attendance. Your family can help you to the bathroom, to the sofa or recliner, that sort of thing.”

      “Thanks, Doc. I’ll be good.”

      Jael looked at her and shook her head. She knew better, but then Mac might surprise her. Knowing she was pregnant might make her think a bit more before acting.

      Or not.

      “I’ll touch base with your OB/GYN. We’ll coordinate your treatment until your release.”

      Mac nodded, her right hand resting on her still flat abdomen. “Trust me, Doc. I’m not going to do anything to put my baby in danger.” She waited as he left the room. Then she looked at Jael. “You have questions you need to ask and so do I.”

      Gone was the excited mother-to-be. In her place was the cop wanting answers. Not that Jael blamed her. She’d be the same if their positions were reversed.

      “I do.” She sat on the edge of the mattress at Mac’s side. “Have you remembered anything else?”

      Mac shook her head, her expression a mix of troubled and frustrated. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Jael pulled out her phone and called up an image of the man who’d rented the van. “Do you recognize this man?” She turned the phone so Mac could see the screen.

      Mac’s eyes widened and she looked from the phone to Jael and back. Then she swallowed hard and licked her lips. Worried, Jael waited. Part of her prayed this was the break they’d been looking for but another part of her worried because of how Mac reacted to the image.

      “Mac?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Tell me.”

      Mac closed her eyes and Jael waited. Whatever Mac had to say, it obviously worried her. Only one thing explained why and Jael’s stomach did a long, slow roll. If she was right, and she prayed she wasn’t, their worst fears were about to come true.

      “Mac?”

      “Not the shooter.” The younger woman shook her head. “I’m sure of that.”

      “So are we and I’ll explain why I’m asking about this man after you explain why you reacting like you did.”

      “I’ve seen him before. Two, maybe three times.” She closed her eyes and Jael waited, giving her the time she needed.

      “Where and when?” she asked when Mac once again looked at her.

      “Give me a minute.”

      Jael nodded. Then, as Mac tossed back the sheet, she stopped her. No doubt about it, Mac wanted up and she wanted to pace. But that wasn’t going to happen. Much as she understood, Jael wasn’t going to let her do anything foolish. Not now. Not ever.

      “All the time you need, but you need to stay in bed.”

      Mac glared at her for a moment. Then she sighed and dipped her chin in agreement. Finally, she blew out a breath. Jael waited, knowing she couldn’t rush Mac, not this time.

      “I saw him the first time when I faced Wilcox in the Circle. He was with the pack. I’ve seen him twice since then. Both times with members of the pack.”

      Now it was Jael’s turn to frown. Well, that sucked. It also confirmed her worst fears. The pack, or at least someone in it, was involved with what happened. That meant this was no longer just a DPD case. She needed to update Flynn and see how he wanted to handle things.

      Why couldn’t life be simple for once?

      “All right.” She smiled and rested her hand on Mac’s. “You need to get some rest now. I’ll figure out how best to go from here.”

      “You said you’d answer my questions,” Mac reminded her.

      “All right.” Unlike Mac, she could and did pace across the room and then back before answering. “We still don’t have an ID on the shooter. It’s possible he is in the system but facial rec hasn’t identified him because he’s changed his appearance. This guy.” She lifted her phone to indicate the man Mac recognized. “Rented the van used by the shooter. And, before you ask, he used a fake ID to do so. We’re running down leads right now, trying to uncover his real name and last known.”

      “What else?”

      Mac’s expression spoke volumes. She knew Jael hadn’t told her everything.

      “That’s all you need to know right now, Mac.”

      “Jael.” She drawled the woman’s name, her meaning clear.

      “No, Mac. I need to check a couple of things.” Not the least of which was finding out who the man Mac recognized was and she knew exactly where to go to do so. Then, seeing the rebellion in her friend’s eyes, she relented a little. “I promise to come back later and do my best to answer your questions. But I need to get a few answers myself first.”

      “You’d better or I won’t let you be godmother to the baby.”

      Jael laughed and bent to gently hug her. “I will, Promise.” She glanced over her shoulder as the door opened. Seeing Jackson and Elizabeth, she grinned. They were exactly what she needed. “Jackson, Liz, congratulations.”

      “What?”

      “For what?”

      “Mac, you didn’t tell them?” She grinned down at Mac. “Dr. Patek said Mac is almost three months pregnant.”

      For a moment, no one said anything. Then the two were at the bedside. Jael stepped back, watching as Jackson carefully sat on the bed. He lifted his legs onto the mattress and slid an arm around Mac’s shoulders. As he did, Elizabeth reached for her daughter’s hand. Leaving them to talk, Jael slipped out of the room. There’d be hell to pay later, when Mac realized how she’d manipulated them all. Until then, she had a great deal to do.
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      The blood drained from Ellen’s face and she swallowed hard. Her heart pounded and, for a moment, she forgot how to breathe. The least thing she expected when someone knocked at her apartment door was to find Jael on the other side. Forcing herself to move, she motioned the younger woman inside. As she did, she prayed Jael wasn’t there with bad news.

      “Mackenzie?” Her voice betrayed her fear.

      “No, Ellen. Shit, I’m sorry.” Jael led her to a chair. “It’s not Mac. I swear it.”

      She heard the honesty in Jael’s voice and the vise around her heart eased. For a moment, she allowed herself a moment of weakness, of release. She dropped her head into her hands and let the emotions wash over her. Until then, she hadn’t allowed herself to admit how scared she’d been since learning of the attack on her granddaughter. But this—this brought it all home and she couldn’t deny it any longer.

      “You’re sure she’s all right?” She looked up, not caring if Jael saw her fear.

      “I am. I just left the hospital. Jackson and Liz are with her now.”

      “The twins?”

      “With Moira and John. They’ll be picking my kids up later.”

      Ellen closed her eyes and nodded. “Then what?”

      “You and I need to talk.”

      She leaned back and narrowed her eyes. Something in Jael’s tone worried her. “About?”

      Jael dropped onto the chair next to hers. “Before I explain, there’s something you need to know. Something you already know but that, I have a feeling, got lost in everything that’s happened.”

      “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Think back to when Patek updated you after Mac came out of surgery.”

      Ellen did as she said but still didn’t know what she meant.

      “Mac’s pregnant. Almost three months along by Patek’s best guess. He confirmed it before I left the hospital to come here.”

      If she hadn’t been already sitting down, Ellen would have dropped onto the nearest chair. After all the fear, after all the worry, finally some good news. How had she missed it when Patek told them? She snorted in derision at herself. She knew the answer to that. She’d been so focused on her granddaughter’s injuries, she hadn’t heard anything else. Nor, she suspected, had Elizabeth or Jackson.

      “A baby?”

      Jael smiled and nodded. “A baby.”

      Ellen leaned back and smiled. Out of everything that happened, something good had come. With that knowledge came the determination to do everything possible to keep her granddaughter and her great-grandchild safe—even if Mac objected. At least she knew she could count on Jael to help.

      “But that’s not why you’re here.” She fought the urge to sigh when Jael nodded.

      “I showed Mac the picture of the man who rented the van used by the shooter. Before I tell you what she said, I have a question or two for you.”

      “All right.”

      Not really but what choice did she have? She needed to know what her granddaughter told Jael. Whatever it was, she had no doubt that was why Jael showed up unannounced at her apartment. Hopefully, it wasn’t an indication everything was about to blow up in their faces.

      “Has Pat shown you the picture yet?”

      Ellen shook her head. “No.”

      Jael reached into her pocket and pulled out her cellphone. A moment later, she handed it to Ellen. When she did, she didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. Not when one look at the picture on the display said it all.

      “Lycan,” Ellen growled.

      Jael cursed once. Then she stood and paced across the room to the balcony door. For a long moment she stared outside. Ellen waited, giving her time to accept what she said. What she probably had been thinking herself. As she did, Ellen reached for her own phone. This was the confirmation she prayed wouldn’t come. Now that it had, steps had to be taken to protect her family and her kind.

      “You’re sure?” Jael asked without turning.

      “I am.”

      “How?”

      “I recognize him from the video taken when Mac fought that bastard who tried to turn her.”

      Jael stiffened. When she turned away from the balcony door, her expression was cold and hard. One hand fisted at her side and her eyes flashed dangerously.

      “What do you mean ‘tried to turn her’?” She ground out the words

      Ellen closed her eyes and silently cursed. Very few knew the truth behind the lycan’s attack on Mac, Mac included. Fortunately, the plan hadn’t gone as planned. Not only had the lycan not managed to turn Mac but he’d triggered her latent abilities as a pure and she finally had her first shift.

      “Sit.” Without waiting to see if Jael complied, she stood and moved into the kitchen. She returned a moment later with whiskey for them both. Before Jael could protest, she shook her head. She knew they’d need it before she finished. “Sit down,” she repeated.

      “Ellen, you’re worrying me,” Jael said.

      “Good. You need to know exactly what we’re up against. I wasn’t sure until I saw that picture. Now I am.” Her phone buzzed and she glanced at it, relaxing as she read the text message. “General Flynn will be in contact shortly. He knows you’re here and why.”

      Only the slight widening of her eyes betrayed Jael’s surprise. “All right.” She leaned back and crossed her legs. Then she waited.

      “You know my family’s history, at least when it comes to our role with the Conclave and now with the Tribunal.”

      Jael nodded.

      “You are also aware of how I’ve been working with Flynn and others, Michael King included, over the years in an attempt to find a way to make our existence known to the normals without causing widespread panic or, worse, war between our kind.”

      Another nod.

      “What you don’t know—” At least she didn’t think Jael did.—“is that the lycans, and even some of our kind, have been working along those same lines but for a different purpose. They want us to go public and to assume dominance over the normals. For the last twenty years or so, we have worked hard to prevent that from happening.”

      Jael swallowed hard and paled slightly. Then she nodded for Ellen to continue.

      “I’m not going to go into it all right now.” Before Jael could protest, she continued. “I promise to brief all of you later. Flynn will be sending you information about it as well. But for now, I’ll give you the bare bones.”

      “I don’t like not having all the facts, Ellen.”

      “I know, Jael, but I need you to trust me right now.” She waited, giving the woman time to decide if she would trust her or not. When Jael finally nodded, she smiled. “Thank you.”

      To her surprise, Jael bowed her head. A moment later, Jael knelt at her feet, much as any of the pures would when recognizing Ellen’s dominance over them.

      “Elder, I have followed in my family’s tradition of serving and protecting your kind. I long ago swore to do all I could to protect the Dallas pride. Your granddaughter is my friend, my sister by choice. We have fought and bled together. I will give my life to protect her. She has recognized your dominance over her and so do I.”

      Touched, Ellen reached out and drew Jael to her feet.

      “And I will tell you what I have told my granddaughter many times. You do not have to show submission to me.” She tilted her head to one side and gently brushed a lock of Jael’s hair back from her face. “You are family, as dear to me as those of my blood. I trust you with my granddaughter’s life and with my own. Never doubt that.”

      “You honor me.” Jael smiled. “But that won’t get you out of telling me what’s going on.”

      Ellen threw her head back and laughed. As close as Mac and Pat were, she knew Jael was the foil her granddaughter needed. Someone who wouldn’t hesitate to tell her she was acting the fool or to brace her up when she needed it.

      “All right, here’s the short version.” She sipped her whiskey and gathered her thoughts. “The Conclave had been keeping a close eye on the Dallas pack long before Michael became pride leader. His predecessor warned us the pack was chafing at the restrictions against hunting normals. More than once, the pack and pride had come close to conflict in an attempt to keep the pack under control.

      “Things seemed to calm some when Ferguson took over the pack. We hoped he believed us when we, the members of the Conclave, warned we’d put the pack down if they continued down the road they’d been on. Then Michael took over the pride and helped enforce our position.

      “Except Dallas wasn’t the only place where such conflicts were happening. From the time the first lycan appeared, the Conclave knew they would be trouble. Perhaps it was a mistake not to wipe them out when it could be done without bringing attention to what happened. But the Conclave chose not to and now we have to deal with the consequences.”

      She took another sip of her whiskey, wondering how she would have voted back then.

      “We learned more after the Conclave was disbanded.” She snorted. They didn’t just disband the Conclave, they destroyed it. Most of those who sat on it two years ago either occupied cells in a black site prison or had been executed for their actions against their own kind. “Cassandra knew what was going on and encouraged it. She fomented discord between the packs and those prides and pards that weren’t loyal to her. But she had other plans in play as well.”

      Jael inhaled sharply and set her drink down on the lamp table at her elbow. “She ordered Wilcox to attack Mac?”

      Ellen nodded. “She did. She knew what it would do to our family, both personally and with regard to our reputation among our kind, if Mac was turned. Fortunately for Mac and for us, her plan failed and that failure led to Cassandra’s downfall.”

      “But?” Jael leaned forward, elbows on knees, her expression grim. “I have a feeling there is a very large but in there.”

      “I’m afraid there is—or at least I think there is.” And that worried her. “We know we didn’t get everyone who’d been working with Cassandra. We thought after what she did to Ferguson and the other members of the pack when Pat and the others were kidnapped, the pack would side with the pride and the Tribunal. But after what happened to Mac, and after Ferguson said the pack was leaving the area, I contacted Flynn and asked him to dig deep into what the pack has been up to. It’s what he didn’t find that worries me.”

      “Tell me.”

      “He found nothing to indicate the pack is actually leaving the area. Worse, he found indications that there is growing discontent in the pack with Ferguson’s leadership. But he hadn’t found anything connecting Mac’s shooting directly to them. That picture gives us the connection.”

      “Then we use it to destroy them once and for all.”

      Jael’s tone might have been calm but it didn’t fool Ellen. The younger woman was furious and, unless she missed her guess, ready to do whatever it took to protect Mac and the rest of them.

      “We will if we find enough evidence to support such action,” Ellen assured her. “And that leads me to what I need you to do.”

      Now Jael sat straight, as if waiting for orders from her commanding officer.

      “I know you’ve done your best to keep the investigation with DPD and I’ve agreed. But that’s changed with this latest piece of information. Whether the shooter actually looks to the pack for some reason or if they blackmailed him into acting, the pack is involved.” At least some of them. “I know, as do you, that Mateo and his team will be here later today. I’m going to ask Flynn to activate your squad as well. It is time you use the resources you have to get to the bottom of what happened and close the case. Find the evidence we need to take the lycans responsible into custody and deal with them in such a way none of their kind will ever consider moving against us, or the normals, again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And do not tell Mackenzie what we’ve spoken about, at least not about Wilcox and Cassandra until she’s stronger. I don’t want to give her reason to go after the lycans herself, not now.”

      And not ever, if she had her way. Her granddaughter had a stubborn streak a mile wide, one she happened to share. She knew Mac would want to deal with the lycans herself, hurt or not. That couldn’t be allowed to happen, especially not now that she was pregnant.

      “I’ll brief the general when I leave here.”

      “Do it before you leave. I have some calls to make to the other members of the Tribunal. They need to know what we’ve learned.”

      “All right, but you need to promise me something,” Jael said.

      “What?” And was it something she could agree to?

      “I want you to talk Jackson into postponing the pride meeting until tomorrow night. Give me time to read Mateo in on what’s going on and to set up security. If the pack is involved in what happened, and I agree it seems to be, we shouldn’t take any unnecessary chances.”

      Ellen considered her request and then nodded. “Agreed. I’ll explain to Jackson. We’ll think of a reason for the delay that the pride will accept without worrying too much about Mac.”

      “Thank you.” She stood and, phone in hand, once more crossed to the balcony doors. “I’ll step outside to contact the general. Let me know when you’re done and I’ll drive you to the hospital.”

      Ellen watched as she stepped outside and closed the glass door behind her. Then she reached for her own cellphone. There was a great deal to do and not much time in which to do it.

      Damn it, how had they missed this?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Time is wasting, Julia. Have you decided what you’re going to do?

      Wysocki stared at the text message in disbelief. Then, hearing members of her squad outside her office, she stood and closed her door. The last thing she needed was someone walking in just then. No, the last thing she needed was for the bastards holding Roy to think she wasn’t doing as they instructed.

      She needed to remember she was a cop. A text message could be traced. Except she knew they hadn’t been foolish enough to use their own phone to text her. It was either a burner phone they tossed out the moment they sent the text and its attached video, or one they’d stolen. One that would be discarded just as easily as a burner phone.

      She dropped her cellphone onto the desktop and rested her head in her hands. She had to figure out some way to keep her kids safe and all because their father was an idiot with a drug problem—and a gambling problem, not to mention the whoring problem—and she’d been foolish enough to try to protect him. She should have let the Houston police charge him last year when they picked him up in that damned sting. But no, she’d been more worried about how it would impact her career than thinking through the possible consequences. Now her family might pay the ultimate price.

      Lifting her head, she reached for her phone. As much as she didn’t want to, she needed to watch the video attached to the text message. Before pulling it up, she dug in her desk for her Bluetooth headset. She didn’t dare risk someone coming in and overhearing something they shouldn’t.

      “Julia, I wanted you to see that we haven’t hurt Roy, at least not too much,” the man from the night before said from off-screen. “However, you need to understand how serious I am. You will do as instructed or Roy—and your children—will suffer.”

      The image shifted from the blank wall. Roy stood in the center of a small room. His hands were chained above his head. His head was bent, hiding his face. At some point, his shirt had been removed. His chest rose and fell in quick, shallow breaths. Blood, some dried and some fresh, stood out against his pale skin. She swallowed hard to see the bruising along his rib cage.

      “Roy, don’t be shy. Say hello to your wife.”

      As the man spoke, a second man appeared from off-camera. From his build, Wysocki assumed it was the second man from the night before. As he had then, he wore a ski mask and gloves. Her heart pounded and her mouth went dry as the man moved to stand behind Roy. The masked man grabbed and handful of Roy’s hair and forced his head up. Wysocki hissed in a breath at the sight of her husband’s bruised and swollen face.

      “J-Julia?”

      Tears burned her eyes as the man let Roy’s head drop back until his chin rested on his chest. God, if they’d hurt him that badly, what else were they willing to do?

      “The clock is ticking, Julia. Do as instructed or things will only get worse for your husband,” the first man said. “Don’t bother trying to locate where we are. We’ll have moved before you receive this message. And don’t forget, we have eyes on you and know your every move.”

      The video ended. For several long moments, she stared at the now blank screen. Anger, born of desperation, flared. She didn’t like not holding the upper hand. She most definitely didn’t like having her family threatened. Most of all, she hated feeling helpless.

      There had to be some way out of this mess.

      But how?
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      “This way, Master Guns.”

      Jael stepped away from the SUV as the warehouse doors slid shut behind her. The Marine who greeted her waited several feet away. With him were two others who kept their attention on the door in case anyone tried to gain entry. Not that they’d succeed. Unless Mateo Santos suddenly lost his mind, security around the warehouse was tighter than around just about anywhere except the White House. Anyone within two blocks of the warehouse would trigger alarms and appear on security cameras.

      “Is Major Santos here, corporal?”

      “He is, Master Guns. He’s waiting for you in the command center.”

      That was all she needed. She reached inside the SUV and grabbed her backpack. A moment later, she entered the elevator that would carry her down to the command center and safehouse Mac and her family occupied during the trouble with Cassandra Wilkinson.

      “Master Guns, he’s waiting for you inside,” Sergeant Lee said as she stepped off the elevator.

      “The rest of our squad?” she asked.

      “In the ready room.”

      Satisfied, she rapped twice on the door. A moment later, Mateo Santos called for her to enter. The moment she stepped inside, she stopped and braced to attention. At the same time, she made a mental note to remind the corporal and Sergeant Lee that it wasn’t wise to forget to give her a head’s up that General Flynn was present.

      “At ease, Master Guns,” Flynn said as Mateo closed the door behind her. “I thought it best to check in myself and lend support tomorrow when you meet with Chief Culver.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She knew his presence would help smooth the way. “If I may, sir, how are you going to explain our stepping in?”

      “You may and it is something Mateo and I were discussing when you arrived.”

      He motioned for her to join them. As she did, she realized they had printouts of most, if not all, of her reports spread across the table top. On top of it all were the photos of the shooter and the man who rented the van.

      “And to answer your question, we won’t be taking over the investigation but will be joining it. After all, Mac is one of ours, Officially, she is still in the Reserves and is the liaison between DPD and Homeland. That makes her a federal officer and gives us jurisdiction. But we recognize the need for DPD to handle the investigation.”

      She considered what he said and then nodded. It might work. It should work. God, let it work.

      “And me?”

      “You’re going to step up as the interim liaison.” When she started to protest, he arched one brow and she snapped her mouth shut. “I take it you object.”

      “Sir, shouldn’t Norwood take point? He outranks me.” Both as a cop and with the squad.

      “Under most circumstances, I’d agree. However, since her promotion to captain, you’ve been working as Mac’s  aide. You know the investigation better than probably anyone except Lt. Collins and Detective Tanaka—and I’m not sure about that. Ellen also asked that you run point on this and that’s enough for me.”

      She inclined her head. She didn’t agree but she knew better than to argue. He was, after all, her commanding officer, at least when she was in her Marine persona.

      “Understood, sir.” She thought for a moment. “Uniform?”

      “How about we compromise so we aren’t rubbing their noses in it, Master Guns? Go with the alternate uniform of black cargo pants and tee.”

      She could live with that. “Yes, sir.”

      “How’s my cousin?” Mateo asked as Sergeant Lee appeared with coffee for each of them.

      “Recovering. Tired of being in bed and more tired of everyone hovering.” Jael smiled at the memory of the look on Mac’s face when the younger woman learned she was pregnant. “She hadn’t realized until this afternoon how the general here, as well as Culver, exaggerated the seriousness of her condition to everyone outside the inner circle. Nor had she realized how badly she was hurt. She figured the latter out on her own when she tried to get out of bed.”

      “But she is getting better?” His concern for his younger cousin, his childhood best friend, shone through.

      “She is. I swear it.”

      He relaxed, relieved.

      “We’ve run the images through our databases, Jael,” Flynn took up.

      “And?”

      Hope sparked when she saw the gleam in his eyes. She knew that look. She’d seen it often enough when she served under him while still on active duty. It was the look he had before a mission, one where he knew they had their target pinpointed and without a hole to bolt to.

      “Still no hit on the shooter. The tech geeks think he’s had his record erased by someone with skills,” Mateo said. “But they think they’ve found a thread and are working on pulling it.”

      “The other one?”

      “We got a hit.”

      Jael schooled her expression not to react. She knew that tone of voice. Worse, she had a feeling it meant they’d confirmed everything Ellen and Mac told her. If so, they were about to go to war with the lycans and heaven help them all.

      “And?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “He joined the local pack around the same time Wilcox did. Before then, he’d been a member of the Montana pack. The local pard leader told me when I contacted him that he’d been nothing but trouble while there. It got bad enough, the pack leader gave him a choice: meet in the Circle or leave, never to return. He chose to leave.” Mateo glanced at his notes before continuing. “He drifted for a bit and our records don’t have much about him for the next few years. Then he landed here and joined the pack.”

      “Mac said she recognized him from when she met Wilcox in the Circle,” she said.

      “Then we have all we need to grab him up.” Flynn glanced down at the table and then at the two of them. “Mateo, you have an op to plan. I want that bastard in our custody ASAP. If you can grab him up tonight, all the better. It will give us something to tell Culver come morning.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Jael, you now have command of Mac’s squad. I’ll inform Norwood. He’ll understand, especially since we need him to continue with the DPD side of the investigation. Too many questions will be asked if the two of you are pulled off again.”

      She admitted that much was true. It had taken Mac months to convince Sears and the others there was nothing untoward, much less paranormal, about her. She’d simply been very, very lucky when she woke in the morgue after Wilcox attacked her. Fortunately, there were other examples of people being declared dead, only to wake up later. Still, it wouldn’t take much for them to start wondering if they were wrong.

      “The only question,” Flynn continued, “is if you do so in your current rank or if I mustang you to officer territory.”

      Her eyes went wide. Hands raised before her as if to ward off a blow, she took a step back. The moment she did, Mateo burst out laughing. Flynn grinned. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. She wasn’t an officer, never would be an officer and they knew it.

      “Sir, you know it’s not wise to threaten the company’s gunny, much less the master guns,” she said as she took another step back.

      “No, but a lowly lieutenant is something else.” He grinned devilishly.

      “General, I swear I will leave the Reserves if you do.”

      “And I will block it, with the blessings of the President.”

      “Please, General, I’m not an officer.” It was as close to a whine as she’d done since being a teen.

      “Then I don’t want to hear any bellyaching about stepping up and commanding the squad until your captain is back to duty. Is that clear, Master Guns?”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      She’d agree to just about anything to avoid being mustanged. And, damn it, he knew it.

      “Then I will leave the two of you to plan the op. Mateo, keep me informed. I’m going to run by the hospital to check on your cousin.”

      “Take someone with you, sir,” Mateo said. “Until this is over, none of us goes alone.”

      Jael fought not to smile at the look Flynn gave him. Then the general nodded. Just to make sure, Mateo called upstairs to have the general’s driver and an escort standing by. Then he turned his attention to Jael and his worry shone through.

      “Mac really is going to be all right?”

      “She is.” She grinned. She’d told the rest of the family her friend’s news. Might as well tell him. “She’s also about three months pregnant.”

      Mateo’s jaw didn’t drop but she knew it was a close thing. He looked at her in surprise and she nodded once. The moment she did, he pulled her close, hugging her as she knew he wanted to hug Mac. Then he stepped back, worry reflected in his dark eyes.

      “The baby?”

      “Is fine.” She waited until he motioned for her to continue. Since they were alone, she broke with protocol. “Mateo, she was damned lucky. I’m not going to lie. She had her vest on. Otherwise, she’d probably be paralyzed, assuming she lived. The shooter tried for a kill shot to the back. But luck was on her side, luck and her shifter physiology. As long as she doesn’t do anything foolish—and as long as the shooter doesn’t get another chance at her—she’ll fully recover and carry the baby to term.”

      “A baby.” He grinned gaily. Then he sobered. “Let’s get to work. There’s a lot to do and not much time to do it.”

      As if that was their signal, the door opened and members of their two squads entered. They took places around the conference table or leaned against the wall. Jael looked around, taking a mental roll call. It didn’t surprise her to see most of Mateo’s squad present. She had a feeling the others were busy elsewhere in the warehouse, getting it ready, setting up equipment and verifying security. As for her own squad, half a dozen were present. The others were either on their way or already working under orders from General Flynn.

      “Listen up!”

      Instantly, the room fell silent and all eyes turned to Mateo. He stepped to the front of the room and Jael allowed herself a small smile. The man had a long way from the wet behind the ears second lieutenant she remembered. Like his cousin, he matured into a natural leader. Now he was a man with a mission.

      “You each know what happened to Captain Santos. She was ambushed in her own home and shot by an unknown assailant. DPD has done an excellent job running down leads and trying to identify the person or persons responsible. However, they are operating at a disadvantage. The latest information on the case has revealed a connection to the local lycan pack. That’s why we’ve been called in.” He turned to the whiteboard behind him and swiped a hand across the surface, pulling up pictures of the shooter and the man from the rental agency. “Master Gunnery Sergeant Lindsay has been placed in command of Delta Squad by General Flynn. There are a number of reasons for it, the most pressing of which is that Lt. Norwood needs to maintain his part in the investigative team for DPD. Master Guns, why don’t you bring us up to speed?”

      Knowing better than to argue, she stepped forward and then turned to face the room. “You already know the basics. This man.” She pointed to the picture of the shooter. “Rang the bell and when the captain answered the door, he shot her four times at point blank range. Three of the shots missed her vest and struck her in the neck, side and shoulder. The fourth shot hit her mid-back. Fortunately, her vest stopped the bullet, preventing more serious injury.

      “The shooter drove off in a white van DPD traced back to a local rental agency. More on that in a moment.

      “As for the shooter, Captain Santos has said he seemed familiar, but she hasn’t been able to recall why. DPD has detectives scouring her files, the court case she was scheduled to testify in and her electronics, looking for a clue. So far, nothing.

      “This man.” She tapped the picture of the second man. “Rented the van used in the shooting. He used a fake ID, a very good one that fooled the agency. We were drawing a blank on who he is until the captain saw his photo and recognized him. She didn’t have a name, but she had seen him several times before with members of the local pack. He had, in fact, been present when she met Samuel Wilcox in the Circle after the lycan attacked her. Her identification of him as a lycan was confirmed by her grandmother, Ellen Santos.” She turned to Mateo. “Sir?”

      “Thank you, Master Guns.” He studied the images for a moment before continuing. “With the information provided by my grandmother and cousin, we narrowed our search. Approximately two hours ago, we got a hit on this man.” He tapped the second image. “His name is Gregory Edward Bartholomew. He’d injured his back in a training exercise while in the Army and his rehab didn’t bring him back up to standard. He appealed the finding he was unfit to perform and lost. Until that moment, there was nothing out of the ordinary on his record.

      “At some point during the next year or so, he was turned. We don’t know the particulars—yet. What we do know is he showed up in Montana a little more than a year after his discharge and joined the pack there. From what the pack leader said later, he was nothing but trouble. We all know that’s not surprising from a new lycan. Being turned seems to bring out the aggressive side of a person and amplify any related emotional issues he might have. It finally got bad enough that the pack leader gave him two choices: meet the pack leader in the Circle or leave their territory forever. He chose to leave the territory.

      “He showed up down here around the same time Samuel Wilcox joined the local pack. He’s been here since then.”

      “Do we have a location on him, sir?” Sergeant Lee asked.

      “We have several probables.” Mateo turned and called up a map of the city, highlighting the different locations. “He works at the Dirty Bird Lounge as a bouncer. Two members of Captain Santos’ squad are there and keeping an eye out for him.” He pointed to the second location. “He also works security at Toliver and Associates near downtown.” His pointed out the final location. “He has an apartment here. We have eyes on both locations.

      “We will grab him up as soon as we get confirmation of his location. The strike team will be comprised of members from both squads.” He went on to name who would take part. Then he handed out further assignments. “Those on the strike team, gear up and stand by. We move out as soon as we have eyes on the bastard.”

      “I want a few minutes alone with that bastard when we get him,” Jael said softly as the others filed out of the room.

      “You and me both.” Mateo rolled his shoulders and then sighed. “Go gear up, Jael. You’ll find a change of clothes as well as your gear in the apartment. Then meet me back here. We need to fine tune the op while we have the chance.”

      Knowing he was right, she left the room. As she did, a smile touched her lips, one that would have done any of the shifters proud. She might not change shapes, but she was a hunter and she had the scent of her prey. Soon, very soon, he’d learn how foolish he’d been to target someone she cared about.
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      “Where are you?” Pat asked the moment she answered the call.

      She heard the frustration in her voice but didn’t care. Jael knew better than to go off on her own, especially during this sort of investigation. Worse, the woman hadn’t checked in for more than three hours. The only reason Pat hadn’t ordered someone to track her cell was she knew Jael could handle herself under most circumstances. Unfortunately, with each hour that passed since Mac’s shooting, she became more and more convinced this was anything but “most circumstances”.

      “I’m at the safe house with Mateo.”

      Pat crossed her office and closed the door. That simple statement set off all her alarms. Damn it, she’d prayed there wouldn’t be a connection to the shapeshifter world in this.

      “Tell me.” She dropped onto the chair behind her desk and reached for a pad and pen.

      “We have an ID on the man from the rental agency. We’ll be grabbing him up as soon as we get confirmation on his location.”

      “Jael.” She all but growled out the woman’s name. That arrest should be made by DPD. Jael knew it.

      “LT, I’ll brief you later. Know this comes from General Flynn and that he will be discussing the situation with Culver.”

      Pat ground her teeth. This was not what she wanted or what the squad needed. Mac was theirs and they needed to be part of the takedown.

      “You aren’t taking this away from us.”

      “I don’t want to and the general knows that. But there is a complication with this perp that requires our stepping in.”

      The blood drained from Pat’s face and she closed her eyes. She had no doubt what the “complication” happened to be. She didn’t need Jael to spell it out for her. The perp was a shifter. It didn’t matter, not just then, whether he was lycan or pure. All that did was they couldn’t risk DPD taking him into custody and risking him revealing their existence to the rest of the world.

      Damn it!

      She beat her forehead against the desktop twice. As she did, she remembered Mac telling her how Jenny Sears, in the company of several of the squad, asked point blank if Mac was a shapeshifter. Oh, they’d tried to make light of it, but they’d had questions about her recovery after being attacked by Wilcox. Being cops, they added two plus two and came up with four. Except Mac had to convince them they had the wrong answer.

      She had to give it to Mac. Somehow, she managed to brush off the questions until the weekend. Knowing it was only a temporary reprieve, she’d spoken with Pat and Jackson, asking what they thought. Neither were happy and neither had any idea how to handle the situation. A simple denial wouldn’t do it but they couldn’t tell the truth either.

      Saturday came and Pat parked in front of Mac’s house, convinced her friend and partner had lost her mind. Instead of doing her best to avoid Sears and the others until they figured out she wasn’t going to answer their questions, Mac had invited everyone over for a barbeque. Food and drink flowed. Cops relaxed and Pat prayed that meant Sears and the others were going to let the matter drop. Then Jackson tapped a spoon against his beer bottle. With all eyes on him, told them Mac had promised an answer to their questions about what happened when she’d been hurt and now they were about to get it.

      Pat wanted to dig a hole and hide. Why hadn’t they given her a head’s up? God, had they gotten approval from the Tribunal? So many questions and even more fear raced through her.

      Her pulse thundered in her ears. Her chest burned until she remembered to breathe. She sensed her cougar crouching, uncertain whether to hide or ready for a fight. So she waited, praying she’d soon awaken from this nightmare.

      Jackson moved to the back door and stepped inside. A moment later, a howl sounded. Everyone waited, their attention on the house. Pat’s brows knitted. She’d heard just about every sound Mac made when shifted and that howl most definitely wasn’t one of them. In fact, unless she was mistaken, it sounded like it had come from one of the old werewolf movies.

      What the hell was going on?

      Another howl filled the air and a grey and white faux-furred figure leapt outside. For a moment, Pat couldn’t believe her eyes. Then, seeing the stunned expressions on everyone’s faces as they watched Mac, clad in a very bad wolf costume, leap and run around the yard, growling like a zombie searching for brains.

      Mac straightened and ripped off the wolf head and laughed. Tears ran down her cheeks as she pointed from Sears to Nguyen and the others. Relieved, Pat chuckled. Leave it to Mac to handle what could have been a disastrous situation and do so in such a way no one brought up the possibility of her being a shapeshifter again.

      And now they faced the potential of those questions re-emerging. Damn it all to hell and back again.

      “And the shooter?”

      “Nothing more than you already know,” Jael said.

      “Will you let me know when you move in?”

      “I will. Until we have him, keep this under your hat. Let’s not get anyone’s hopes up.”

      “Understood and agreed.” Pat leaned back and thought for a moment. “When is Flynn talking with Culver?”

      “By morning.” Jael paused and Pat heard someone talking to her. “I need to run. We have a possible sighting. I’ll keep you in the loop, LT.”

      “Good hunting.”

      Pat stared into space, wishing she was riding along on the takedown. Then she stood. This was going to be the break in the case they needed. She knew it. But it might also be the piece that took the case from her squad. That meant she needed to find a way to ID the shooter sooner, rather than later. They needed to know they had a hand in capturing the bastards responsible for hurting Mac.

      The only question was how.
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        * * *

      

      The man stepped out of his car and looked around. Everything was quiet, exactly as he expected. It was worth the exorbitant rent he paid to know there’d be no prying eyes and no nosy neighbors. Now all he wanted was some sleep. The last two days had seen too little time to rest and the next few offered even less. At least he didn’t have to babysit that poor bastard for a while. If he’d been forced to listen to the man’s sniveling and crying much longer, he’d have killed him and to hell with what the boss had to say.

      He turned back to the car and reached inside for his phone. A single footstep behind him was his only warning. Instinct forced him to turn and face a possible threat. His wolf pushed against his always tentative control. But too late.

      The silence of the night was broken by the unmistakable sound of a taser. Immediately, his nervous system lit up. His muscles locked. Helpless, he couldn’t resist the hands that took him to the ground. Quickly, efficiently, his hands were secured and his ankles bound. The hands hauled him up as a van pulled alongside of them.

      “W-what?” he managed to say as he was shoved inside.

      “It’s time we have a talk,” a masked man said.

      Before he could form another thought, much less gather the strength to fight, he felt the prick of a needle in his neck. His last thought as the world receded was that he’d fallen for the same trap he’d used so many times before.

      Had he been betrayed?

      If so, by whom?
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      “We got him.”

      Ellen closed her eyes and blew out a long breath. Three words. Three very simple words that held a world of meaning. Unfortunately, she didn’t know what. Not yet, at any rate. There were still too many unanswered questions. But maybe that was about to change.

      She opened her eyes and glanced across the room to her granddaughter’s bed. Mac slept restlessly. She’d refused to take her pain medication and had put her foot down when it came to another tranquilizer. Nothing any of them said could change her mind. Now, seeing the pain etching lines in the young woman’s face, Ellen wished she’d been more insistent. The last thing any of them needed was Mac waking and deciding she needed to take part in questioning the lycan.

      Leaving Jackson and Elizabeth to sit with Mac, Ellen slipped into the corridor. “Tell me.”

      “There’s not much to tell yet, Gran. We managed to take him when he returned to his apartment. We had him down and sedated before he knew what was happening. He’s in the holding cell here until he regains consciousness. Then we’ll begin the interrogation.”

      “Did you find anything to help identify the shooter?”

      “No, ma’am, at least not yet. Jael and several members of Mac’s unit are searching his apartment, car and electronics as we speak. They may find something.”

      He didn’t have to say that he doubted it. She heard it in his voice. She imagined him shaking his head, frustration tugging at the corners of his mouth. “What can I tell the others?”

      “Nothing yet.” When she didn’t say anything, he continued. “Gran, we need to see what he has to say. Besides, I’d like to have some answers for Mac before saying anything. You know she’s not going to be satisfied otherwise.”

      She didn’t like it, but he was right. “I understand.”

      “I do have a favor to ask.”

      “What?”

      “I’d like you to come here and be ready to question him if he decides to be stubborn. You and Mac were right. He is a lycan. That means he should know who you are. Hopefully, that will loosen his tongue. If not, well, you’ll be able to roll him to get the information we need.”

      She thought for a moment. Then she nodded. It was something she could do. Besides, she was tired of sitting around waiting for the next shoe to drop.

      “I’ll be there shortly.” Hopefully, she’d be able to slip away without Jackson or Elizabeth asking too many questions.

      “Gran, wait until I get someone there for you.”

      She bristled at the order. “Mateo,” she drawled.

      “Gran, listen to me.” Gone was the grandson. In his place was the Marine, one she knew was dedicated to keeping their kind safe. “We don’t know if this was a strike at Mac, at our family, the Tribunal or what. All we know for sure at this point is a lycan was involved. I have my orders and they come directly from General Flynn. None of the family, or the Tribunal, are to go anywhere without an escort until this is over.”

      She frowned. One foot tapped impatiently against the tile floor. She wouldn’t admit it, but he was right. Besides, the last thing she wanted was to worry the family.

      “Tell me who you’re sending and have them text me when they’re here. I’ll meet them outside.”

      Mateo didn’t say anything for a moment and she waited. “You will meet them in the secured wing. They won’t come into Mac’s room, but they will come upstairs to escort you. I mean it Gran.”

      Her jaguar growled, liking the restriction no more than Ellen did.

      “You make sure they do nothing to upset your cousin or there will be hell to pay, Mateo,” she warned.

      He chuckled softly. “Trust me, Gran. I will make that very clear.” Another pause. “Corporal Cooke should be there in twenty minutes or so. She’ll text when she is on her way upstairs.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      She slid her cellphone back into her pocket and returned to Mac’s room. Now came the hard part. She had to find a way to explain why she was leaving the hospital without raising anyone’s suspicions, especially her granddaughter’s. Not that she was going to keep Jackson in the dark. Mateo knew better. As alpha of the local pride, not to mention as Mac’s mate, he had a right to know.

      “How do you feel, child?” She bent and lightly kissed Mac’s cheek, relieved to find she was no longer feverish.

      “Tired.” A slight smile lifted the corners of Mac’s lips. “Hurts.”

      Ellen nodded, more to encourage Jackson to press the button on the PCA pump. They watched as the pain medication took effect. Mac’s eyes grew heavy and finally closed. By the time Ellen’s phone vibrated, signaling an incoming text, Mac once again slept. She read the message and then motioned for Jackson to join her across the room.

      “What’s happened?” Concern thickened his voice and he glanced over his shoulder in Mac’s direction, as if making sure she still slept.

      “They have the man who rented the van in custody.”

      Jackson’s expression hardened and, for a moment, his features blurred as his jaguar pushed for release.

      “Where?”

      “At the warehouse.”

      He relaxed a little and she understood. That meant their secret was safe, at least for a little longer.

      “Mateo doesn’t want Mackenzie to know and I agree.” She placed a hand on his arm, silencing any objections he might have. “You know she’d want to be there for his questioning. Not only is she not strong enough yet, we need the shooter to think he hurt her badly enough she might still die.”

      He nodded once, his expression grim. “But?”

      She chuckled. He’d gotten to know her very well over the last two years. “He’s asked me to join him in case the man needs some convincing.”

      Jackson’s lips peeled back and this time there was no mistaking his anger when he growled deep in his throat. “Lycan?”

      She nodded. “You knew that.” She hadn’t hidden the fact both she and Mac recognized the man’s picture.

      “I think it’s time I had a chat with Ferguson.”

      “No.” She spoke simply but the command was clear. “You will say nothing to Ferguson, at least not yet. Mateo is right about one thing. We need to know what this lycan can tell us. If he implicates the pack leader, the Tribunal will take action and you will have your chance to avenge my granddaughter’s injuries. Until then, do nothing to tip our hand.”

      “Ellen.” Anger, frustration, even desperation filled his voice.

      “Jackson, I understand.” And she did. She’d like nothing more than to confront the pack leader about what happened. But experience taught her long ago to gather all her weapons first. “But we need to act with care. We can’t tip our hand until we know for sure who all the players all. Remember, none of us recognized the shooter. Until we know who he is, we don’t dare share our suspicions with the pack.

      He frowned but inclined his head. Even so, she knew he wasn’t convinced.

      “Think about this. If we do accuse the pack, how do you think they’ll react? It’s no secret Ferguson’s control over some of his wolves is tenuous at best. They don’t see him as a strong leader, not after everything Cassandra’s people did to him and not after it was our people who rescued him and the others.”

      Another nod.

      “But, important as all that is, we can’t do or say anything until we know for sure and until Mac’s stronger. How would she react right now if she knew we had the man who rented the van in custody?”

      He sighed and nodded, this time in full agreement. “She’d want out of here so she could interrogate him.”

      And neither of them would risk her recovery by letting her do so.

      “All right.” He looked over her shoulder toward the door. “I think someone’s here for you.”

      “Call me.” She didn’t say anything else, trusting him to understand.

      Half an hour later, she stood in the small control room, Mateo at her side. For several long moments, she studied the single monitor mounted on the wall in front of them. It showed Sgt. Lee making one last check that their prisoner was secure. Part of her wanted to protest at seeing the prisoner stripped down to his underwear and chained hand and foot in such a way it would be impossible to shift without causing himself serious harm. But the other part, the pragmatic part, knew it was necessary, not only for their protection but to drive home the point he no longer had control over anything, himself included.

      “Has he said anything?”

      “No. ma’am.”

      “I’d like to watch as you try questioning him. It will give me a chance to figure out his weaknesses. I’d prefer not having to roll him if at all possible.”

      Even though using her power as an alpha would speed things along, it also opened them up to accusations of forcing him to say what they wanted instead of telling the truth. Not that she wouldn’t roll him if that was the only way to get to the truth.

      “Corporal Cooke will bring you some coffee. Make yourself comfortable.”

      She sat and waited, her eyes never leaving the monitor. A few minutes later, the door to the interrogation room opened. The prisoner looked up, his expression defiant. His chains rattled as he struggled against them. Even as he did, Ellen recognized it for what it was—an attempt to convince his captors they didn’t scare him. Except his body gave him away. She saw the thin sheen of sweat dotting his forehead. His nostrils flared as he drew a deep breath and his pulse pounded out an ever-increasing beat.

      Mateo appeared, Sgt. Lee just behind him. Both wore black cargo pants, black tee shirts and combat boots. They looked deadly as they stopped and studied their prisoner. Then Mateo opened his iPad and looked down at the screen.

      “Gregory Edward Bartholomew. Born 9/29. Age 39. High school graduate with mediocre grades at best. Two years in the Army before being discharged as physically unfit. You appeared before the Montana pack several years later, after having been turned, and were admitted into the pack. That didn’t last long because you refused to follow your pack leader’s orders. You left the pack under a cloud after refusing to the meet the pack leader in the Circle.” Mateo looked up and shook his head. “So, you’re a fuck-up who couldn’t do the simplest of Army PT without getting injured and you’re a coward. Let’s see what else.”

      Bartholomew threw his head back and howled. His muscles strained against his chains. Not that it did him any good. Mateo’s people knew their business. Those chains wouldn’t break. Even if they did, Bartholomew would never get out of the room alive. Not unless they let him. The moment it looked like he presented a danger to Mateo and Lee, Ellen knew Corporal Cooke would hit the panic button. Not only would it sound the alarm, sending every member of Mateo’s squad running for the room, but it would fill the room with gas. Within seconds everyone inside would be unconscious. They’d wake later with a hell of a headache, but they’d live.

      “You bounced around some after that, keeping off law enforcement’s radar. That means you aren’t a compete fool. Then you ended up here around five or six years ago. You joined the local pack, ran with one Samuel Wilcox and managed to plead your case before the pack leader when Wilcox was sentenced to death by the Conclave. I don’t know whether that means your pack leader’s a fool, you’re a fast-talker or both.” He closed his iPad and sat across the battered table from the prisoner.

      “You seem to know all about me,” Bartholomew growled. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “That doesn’t matter. But, if you must know, I’m one of your worst nightmares. Mackenzie Santos is my cousin. I don’t take kindly to people hurting my family.”

      “Never heard of the bitch.”

      Sgt. Lee barked out a laugh. “You were wrong. He is stupid.”

      “I’m not stupid!” He tried to lunge at them and growled in frustration when his chains stopped him.

      “Prove it.” Mateo leaned back and studied him for a moment. “We know you rented the van used by the bastard who shot my cousin. We also know you used a fake ID to do so. The fact we found you as quickly and easily as we did should tell you exactly what we are capable of learning. Do yourself a favor and identify the shooter now. Otherwise, we have other ways of getting the information from you.”

      Ellen leaned forward, looking for the slightest reaction from Bartholomew.

      “Gonna torture me?” The man sneered, or at least he tried to. “Thought you pures were above all that.”

      “We are.” Mateo glanced at Sgt. Lee and grinned. Then he turned his attention back to the prisoner. “Remember what I said, Greggie. I’m one of your worst nightmares. Others would be my cousin and her mate.”

      “Bitch can’t do shit to me. She’s lucky to still be alive.”

      Very good, Mateo. Ellen waited, wondering what else her grandson could get the man to admit.

      “So you do know who my cousin is,” Mateo mused. “Lie one, strike one. Care to go for two?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Sorry, you’re not my type.”

      Ellen barked out a laugh. Her grandson had obviously learned a few things about interrogation from his cousin over the last year or so.

      “I’ll ask again. Who did you rent the van for?” Gone was the humor from Mateo’s voice.

      “Didn’t rent any van and didn’t rent any van for anyone else.”

      Mateo held a hand out and accepted a file folder from Sgt. Lee. He glanced inside, apparently studying its contents. A moment later, she slapped several photos on the tabletop in front of Bartholomew, angling them so the man could see.

      “That’s strike two. This one shows you at the car rental shop, renting the van. This one.” He jabbed a finger at the second photo. “Shows you driving off in the van. Forgot about the fact the airport is filled with surveillance cameras, didn’t you? Let’s see if you’re as smart as you want us to believe. Who did you rent the van for?”

      “You’re so smart, figure it out.” Bartholomew rattled his chains again, leaving no doubt what he’d like to do if he got free.

      “I don’t need to,” Mateo said as he got to his feet. “I’m the nice one of the family, Greggie. You really should have answered my questions.”

      Recognizing her cue, Ellen left the control room. A few moments later, she knocked twice on the interrogation room’s door. Sgt. Lee opened it and stepped aside so she could enter. The moment she did, Bartholomew’s head snapped up. His eyes went wide and a very canine whine filled the air. Good. He recognized what she was, if not who she was.

      “Alpha, this wolf.” Mateo’s derision and contempt fairly dripped from his words. “Is involved in the attempted murder of Mackenzie Santos, mate to the local pride’s alpha and an alpha in her own right.”

      “And my granddaughter.”

      Bartholomew threw his head back and howled in fear and outrage. His features blurred as he began losing control. Before Mateo or Lee could react, Ellen waved them back. Let the wolf try to shift. She didn’t care if he hurt himself. In fact, she’d take a great deal of satisfaction in it. But not until she had some answers.

      “Stop!” she snapped.

      Power rolled off her, filling the room. Bartholomew stilled, as if suddenly frozen in place. His chest rose and fell in shallow pants. He reeked of fear. His wolf, so near the surface, would have forced him to his belly if he’d been free of the chains. Instead, he bowed his head, chin touching his chest. He hadn’t submitted, but he would. He’d do that and so much more by the time she was done.

      “Look at me.” Her voice brooked no disobedience.

      Slowly, as if fighting the need to obey, Bartholomew did as she said.

      “I am your worst nightmare.” She let that sink in. “You’ve already proven you had something to do with what happened to my granddaughter. Now you’re going to tell us everything you know.”

      “D-don’t kn-know anything.”

      “Oh, I think you do.” She sat in the chair Mateo had occupied earlier. “So we’re going to have a little chat. You can either tell me what I want to know on your own or I can force you to. Do you doubt that?”

      He shook his head.

      “So tell me. Who shot my granddaughter and why?”

      Bartholomew couldn’t talk fast enough.
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      “Are you all right?”

      Jael glanced across the SUV, worried. The last forty-eight hours had been hard on all of them, In many ways, they had been harder on the woman sitting next to her. Worrying about Mac and her unborn child was bad enough. But Ellen also bore the responsibility of being the head of the Tribunal. So she also worried about what the implications of the attack on Mac might have not only on Mac and the local pride but on all shifters. Unfortunately, the last twelve hours had done nothing to ease Ellen’s concerns.

      Or hers, if she was being honest.

      “No.” Ellen shook her head. “I’m worried, scared and angrier than I’ve ever been and not necessarily in that order.”

      Jael didn’t say anything. Instead, she slid the transmission into drive and pulled away from the warehouse. She’d wanted to object when Ellen asked her to take her back to the hospital. For the first time since they met, Ellen looked every one of her years and more. Exhaustion etched deep lines from the bridge of her nose to the corners of her mouth. Her shoulders drooped and she came as close to shuffling as she walked as was possible. She needed to get some rest. But Jael also knew she needed to see Mac.

      Hell, so did she.

      “May I make a recommendation?” Jael asked.

      “Of course.” Ellen turned slightly in her seat. “You can always make recommendations.”

      “Thanks.” She paused and checked traffic before making a turn. As she did, she checked the mirrors to see if they’d picked up a tail. “You aren’t going to like it.”

      “I haven’t liked a great deal about the last few days. I doubt anything you have to say will come close to the rest of it.”

      Jael wasn’t sure about that.

      “First, I think we need to move the safe house. Ferguson stayed at the current one while he and the others healed after what Cassandra put them through. I know Mateo is confident neither he nor anyone else with the pack figured out where it is, I don’t think we should run the risk.”

      “Have you talked with my nephew about this?”

      “I have and he feels I’m overreacting.” She understood, at least to a degree. But she hadn’t survived this long, especially as a normal in the shifter world, without being careful.

      “Talk me through your concerns.”

      Jael checked the mirrors again. So far, so good. But that didn’t mean they were home-free. Technology made tracking vehicles much easier than in the past, something she knew all too well. Okay, maybe she was more paranoid than usual.

      “It’s not just that Ferguson was there those first few weeks after we found him, Pat and the others after they’d been kidnapped. Too many of us have come and gone from there. Bartholomew told us enough to convince me the pack’s been keeping at least some of us under surveillance. I’m worried about what they might try next. If they managed to trace us back there and then managed to get control of the building, everything we’ve worked for could blow up in our faces. Anyone with an ounce of sense would look at the layout, at the equipment and see military written all over it. We can’t risk that. Not unless we’re willing to risk everything on them not doing their homework before making their final move.

      “But it’s more than that. We’ve already set the precedent of moving our people from the hospital to a safehouse. Smart money would be on us doing that with Mac when she’s strong enough to leave Baylor. The lycans are many things but fools they aren’t. I don’t want to risk her, or any of the rest of you, on them finding the warehouse and attacking.”

      She tapped the brakes as a car cut in front of them. Behind her, a horn sounded. For a moment, she tensed. Then she checked the mirrors and relaxed. Typical early morning traffic. Drivers impatient to get to their destinations. City buses forcing their way into traffic because they were bigger and not caring they were slower. DART trains crossing streets, carrying commuters to various stations around town. All very normal and totally ignorant of the dangers around them.

      God, how she wished she was one of them just then.

      “I agree.”

      A layer of worry fell away at the woman’s agreement. The headache building behind Jael’s eyes eased. She drew a deep breath, held it for a moment and then exhaled. She hadn’t expected it to be that easy. Before she could say so, Ellen pulled out her phone and placed a call. Leaving her to discuss the situation with General Flynn, Jael focused on the traffic and on everything they’d learned so far.

      Not to mention how they were going to have to keep Mac out of it.

      And wouldn’t that be fun?

      As if that was a cue, her phone rang. Cursing, not ready to discuss everything she’d seen and heard over the last twelve hours, she hit the button reached up and activated her Bluetooth earpiece.

      “Lindsay.”

      “It’s me.”

      She groaned to hear Mac’s voice. “Hey, Mac.” Hopefully, she didn’t sound as frustrated as she felt. “How are you?” She glanced at Ellen, making sure she realized who called.

      “Better. Hoping you’ll do me a favor.”

      “If I can.”

      Please let it be something simple like picking up coffee.

      “Would you stop by Rosa’s on your way in and pick up coffee and breakfast for everyone? I don’t think I could look at runny fake eggs or whatever the hospital serves.”

      Relieved, Jael laughed softly. “Call in your order and tell Rosa I’m about ten minutes out.”

      “Thanks.” Mac paused a moment before continuing. “I want a report when you get here.”

      Shit!

      She knew it would happen. She’d hoped Mac would wait. Idiot. She knew better.

      “We’ll see what your doctor says.”

      Before Mac could protest, she ended the call. There’d be hell to pay and she knew it. She also knew it was better than trying to dance around the topic while they made small talk.

      “What did she want?” Ellen asked after ending her own call.

      “Your granddaughter is a sneaky bitch.” Jael respected that about her. It was one of many things that made Mac such a good cop. It also made it difficult to keep anything from her. “She started out by asking me to stop by Rosa’s to pick up breakfast for everyone. Once I agreed, she told me she wants a report. You heard my response.”

      Ellen sighed. When Jael glanced at her, the older woman’s expression spoke volumes. She didn’t want to tell Mac what they’d learned any more than she did. But she also knew how futile it would be to try to keep it from her. Mac would push and poke and prod until they either asked Patek to sedate her or gave up and told her what she wanted to know. Somehow, they needed to prevent both from happening.

      But how?

      “She’s feeling better then.” Relief mixed with frustration in Ellen’s voice.

      Jael nodded. That was both good and bad news. Good because they needed Mac healing. Bad because it meant they’d be harder pressed to keep her in bed and focusing on her recovery. Still, they had a weapon they’d never had before: Mac’s pregnancy. If she knew her friend as well as she thought she did, Jael knew the younger woman would do whatever she could to protect the baby.

      And she planned on using that knowledge to their benefit as long as possible.

      “Ellen, when we get to Rosa’s, I want you to come in with me. Until this is over, we’re not taking any chances with you or the rest of the Tribunal.” She’d already ordered guards on the other members of the Tribunal, informing Flynn after she did. Fortunately, he’d agreed. He had also left her in charge of making sure Ellen, Pat—because she sat on the Tribunal until her son was old enough to take his place on it—and Mac were guarded. “Then we’ll head to the hospital.”

      “All right.” Her tone said she didn’t like it. At least she hadn’t argued. “Flynn said to tell you he’s already talked with Culver about what the two of you discussed yesterday. Culver will be letting Pat and the others know you’ve been activated to fill Mackenzie’s position as official liaison between Homeland and DPD. Your squad is there to assist but the investigation is still DPD’s.”

      “That’s the official explanation, right? Culver understands there are aspects of the case DPD can’t be involved in?”

      “He does,” Ellen assured her.

      Thank God. That was one worry off her shoulders. Of course, half a dozen others replaced it.

      “Jael, I know you’re worried. I am as well.” Ellen rested a gentle hand on her forearm. “But we will weather this, and we will get the bastard responsible for hurting my granddaughter.”

      “I know.” She had no doubt about it. “I also know we’re going to have our hands full with Mac when she finds out what we’ve learned.”

      Not to mention how Jackson would react. It didn’t matter Bartholomew refused to confirm that Ferguson, the lycan pack leader, knew of his involvement in Mac’s shooting. He did, however, imply Ferguson knew and approved. But they needed proof. Even though Mateo was putting into motion plans to bring Ferguson in to answer questions, it wouldn’t be enough for Jackson. He already wanted blood because of what happened. When he learned the pack was involved, Jael had a feeling Mac would be the only one able to keep him from going after the pack leader himself.
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      Pat stepped off the elevator and debated between cursing long and hard or banging her head against the wall. Even though she knew what to expect when she received the summons to Culver’s office, it didn’t help. She understood why General Flynn, or more likely Ellen, made the call to bring Mac’s and Mateo’s “DHS” squads into play. Hell, she welcomed the assistance she could now officially get from them. What she didn’t welcome was having to explain to her own squad about the change.

      Damn it, she hated this. There was no choice, not if they had a hope of keeping the existence of shifters secret. But she felt like she was betraying the trust of her squad and that stung. No wonder Mac hated it whenever she’d been in this position.

      She approached the conference room, doing her best to figure out how to broach the subject. As she prepared to open the door, a shout from inside brought her up short. Without hesitation, she input the code to unlock the door. The moment she stepped inside, she came to a halt. She stood there, staring at the scene before her, unable to believe her eyes.

      Timmons, dressed in his trademark rumpled brown slacks and white shirt, his tie loosened and the top button of his shirt undone, danced a happy jig. Danced! He gave another shout and pumped a fist in the air. Then repeated his jig.

      Pat pressed her fingers to her eyes. Some things should never be seen and, once they had, couldn’t be unseen. This was one of them. Timmons had no rhythm. He looked more than a little insane with a grin splitting his face, his fist pumping and a sparkle in his eyes.

      “I don’t know whether to call the medics or SWAT,” she said as she lowered her hands and saw him still doing a very poor imitation of an Irish jig.

      “Call Zee Logan and Chief Culver. Hell, call the fucking media, LT. I’ve got the shooter.”

      He gave one more click of his heels and twist of his hips before dropping into his chair. As he did, a collective sigh of relief filled the air as the others already present relaxed. Then, as what he said sank in, questions came hard and fast. Pat had more than a few herself and they would come first.

      She put fingers to mouth and whistled loudly enough to silence all the questions and demands for an explanation. Then she looked around, taking a mental roll call of who was present and who wasn’t.

      “Pull your report together and be ready to present it in ten. All supporting documentation, how you got there, everything,” she told Timmons as she pulled out her cellphone. “Sears, find out where your partner, Norwood and Buttkowski are. Tell them to get here ASAP. Murray, contact Tanaka and tell her Timmons has found something and she’s needed.”

      “I’ll contact the others as well, LT,” the young woman said.

      “Thanks. I’ll contact the brass.”

      Ten minutes later, Pat moved to the front of the room. Every member of the investigative team was there or on their way. Anticipation, like that before a hunt, filled the room. They knew they finally had a bead on their target and were ready to pull the proverbial trigger. So was she. Hopefully, they’d be able to do just that without any more delays.

      “Before we get started, I need to fill you in on something that happened overnight.” The room fell silent and the anticipation from a moment ago turned to concern. Realizing why, she cursed silently. Then she gave a mental shrug. Maybe their relief to know Mac still lived would offset their frustration over the Feds butting into the investigation. A girl could hope.

      “I’ll handle this part, Lt. King,” Culver said as he entered. Instantly, every cop in the room stood. Before they could brace to attention, Culver waved for them to return to their seats. Then he joined Pat in front of the smartboards. “Last night, General Gerald Flynn contacted me. Because Captain Santos is the official liaison between DPD and Homeland, I had informed him when she was shot. At that time, he assured me if we needed any help with the case, all I needed to do was call.”

      “But?” Tanaka asked. Then she colored and ducked her head.

      “It’s all right, Detective. I asked the same question. There was no but, at least not until early this morning. At approximately 0230, I received word from the general that his people, in the course of another investigation, came across information that led them to the man who rented the van used by the perp to flee after shooting Captain Santos. Because of the nature of the case they are working, they aren’t able to turn him over to us at this time.” He held up a hand to silence the grumbling protests. “However, they are handing over everything he gives them that is pertinent to their investigation. Flynn asked, in return, that we share our information in case the captain’s shooting is somehow connected. To facilitate it all, he asked that Sgt. Lindsay temporarily fill the captain’s role as liaison and has offered us the full support of their team if we need it.”

      Pat glanced around the room, relaxing as her people realized they weren’t losing the case. Oh, they didn’t like not having the chance to question the perp already in custody but she had a plan for that. She only hoped Culver backed her on it.

      “Sir, would they agree to Sgt. Lindsay questioning the perp?” she asked.

      He appeared to consider the question before responding. “That’s an excellent suggestion, lieutenant, and I will talk with the general about it.” Now he looked around the room. “Where is Sgt. Lindsay?”

      “She was stopping by the hospital to check on Captain Santos and see if she’s remembered anything else, sir,” Tanaka said.

      “Very well.” He glanced at his watch. “You said you have an ID on the shooter?”

      “Timmons?” Pat motioned for the former detective to step forward.

      “Chief, LT, I ran the image of the shooter taken from the captain’s security camera through every database I could think of. Not one returned a hit. That didn’t sit right with me. Call it my distrust of technology.” He gave a shrug when several of those present laughed. His lack of faith in modern technology was well-known in the squad. He knew its shortcomings and constantly worked to find ways around them.

      “So I programmed in some variations on the image. Age regression, change in hair, that sort of thing. That gave me a few hits but nothing solid. I did some more manipulation.”

      “Detective, just how much manipulation did you do?” Culver asked.

      “Enough that, on its own, the ID won’t support a warrant. However, it led to information I think is solid enough to not only confirm the ID but get us a warrant.”

      “Proceed.”

      “Thank you, Chief.” He checked his notes before continuing. “I programmed in a couple more variables that took into account possible plastic surgery. Nose and jawline in particular. That returned half a dozen possible. Well, more but those were the only ones with any play to them. The others I could discount due to factors like height, the fact they were dead or in jail. That sort of thing.

      “It took time. Murray and I were up most of the night ruling them out one by one. We were left with a single possible and, less than an hour, we came up with information that moved him from possible to probable.”

      He nodded and Murray worked at one of the smartboards. A moment later, a booking photo appeared on the board. Head cocked to one side, Pat studied the image. The only resemblance she saw between the long-haired, bearded man was the eyes. Still, if Timmons said it was the same man, she’d give him the benefit of the doubt—at least for the moment.

      “This is Roy Abbott Caudell. He has a rather lengthy rap sheet going back to when he was all of eleven. Most of it is petty shit: shoplifting, minor drug charges, that sort of thing. His connection to the captain goes back to when she was still in uniform. She’d just finished her probationary period when she busted him for possession with intent. He was holding enough coke and other shit that he should still be in prison. Instead, the charges disappeared and Caudell hasn’t shown up on DPD radar since then. In fact, he’s pretty much been erased from all databases.”

      “What do you mean the charges disappeared?” Pat’s stomach flipped and then flopped. She did not like where this seemed to be going.

      “A Narcotics officer stepped in and convinced the ADA handling the case that our captain was nothing more than an overzealous uniform, little more than a raw rookie, who stepped into the middle of one of their ops. The ADA took the detective’s word for it and dismissed the charges.” Timmons waved off Nguyen when he opened his mouth to interrupt.

      “I talked with the ADA in question. Stone’s no longer with the office but I remember him. He was a decent ADA but he never went the extra yard if he didn’t have to. He took the detective’s word and when Captain Santos asked why the case never came to trial, he told her Narcotics was using Caudell was an informant. She apparently had a few choice words about it.” That brought another laugh from everyone. “But there was nothing she could do about it.”

      “Where are you going with this, Timmons?” Tanaka asked.

      “Caudell wasn’t an informant and the detective involved wasn’t working an op involving him. She was, however, having an affair with him. She has, from what Murray and I uncovered, interceded on Caudell’s behalf other times as well and not just here.”

      “I’m not going to like what you have to say, am I?” Culver mused.

      “No, sir, you’re not.”

      “Who?” Pat asked.

      Another image appeared on the smartboard. A collective gasp sounded followed by cursing in several languages, including at least one Pat couldn’t identify. Disbelief quickly gave way to anger and she turned to Timmons, her expression grim. “Explain.”

      “Captain Wysocki is the Narcotics detective who stepped in, at last count, six times to keep charges from being filed against Caudell. Of course, back then she as simply Officer Wysocki and then Detective Wysocki.” Timmons nodded again to Murray who began to note dates and times on the smartboard, connecting them to arrests and either dismissals by the DA’s Office or the arresting officer simply not following up with the necessary paperwork to file charges.

      “The first two instances occurred while she was still assigned to Narcotics. The others occurred after she transferred to IAB. I’m sure if we keep digging, we’ll find more,” Timmons said.

      “Why?” Culver asked.

      Why indeed? That was the million-dollar question.

      Murray wrote down another date before displaying a new image. What it represented was unmistakable. Julia Wysocki wore a white, off-the-shoulder wedding gown. Her head was thrown back as she laughed gaily at something the man next to her said. He was clean-shaven with short hair. His tuxedo was well-cut. But his eyes. Those were the same eyes as in the booking photo.

      “Shit!” Norwood said.

      Others echoed his sentiment.

      Pat’s lips peeled back, and it was all she could do not to let her cougar out.

      That bitch! She dared police other cops when she had pulled this sort of shit!

      “You’re confident of your findings, Timmons?” Culver looked like he might be sick.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Motive?”

      “Unknown as of yet, sir.”

      “All right.” Culver ran a hand over his face. “This doesn’t leave this room.”

      “Chief,” Pat growled.

      “Relax, all of you!” He closed his eyes and stood there, apart and yet part of the rest of them. “I am not going to sweep this under the rug, but we are going to play it smart. I will find out where Wysocki is. We need to get eyes and ears on her immediately. Lt. King, Detective Tanaka, find Caudell. Once you have a location on him, lock him down. Lieutenant, talk with ADA Logan. He’ll get you all necessary warrants. Tell him to contact me before he does. I’ll make sure the judge knows to seal the warrants and the underlying documents.”

      “Tanaka, you, Sears and Nguyen, get on it. Murray, you continue working with Timmons. Let’s lock down the identification and make sure all the i’s are dotted and the t’s are crossed,” Pat said. “Timmons, reach out to the officers involved in the cases that disappeared. Find out what they know but be careful. Don’t tip our hand. The last thing we need is for Wysocki to figure out what we’re up to.”

      “On it, LT.”

      “Lieutenant, I’ll let you brief Sgt. Lindsay,” Culver said. “Make sure she knows everything we do and ask her to pass the information along to General Flynn. Find out if they have anything that connects to either Caudell or Wysocki.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s close this down sooner, rather than later.”

      “Yes, sir,” they each said.

      “Total blackout on this until arrests are made,” he added. “I want updates every two hours, more often if something breaks, lieutenant.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Then get to work.” He looked around the room. “Timmons, good work. When this is over, come see me. I think we need to discuss your reserve status.”

      “Yes, sir.” He waited until Culver left before turning to Pat, grinning like a kid in a candy store. “LT, would you be up to having me back in the squad if he gives me the chance?”

      “As long as you promise to never, ever dance in front of me again,” she laughed. Then she sobered. “You heard the Chief. Get to work. I want updates every hour. And, Timmons, I’ll echo what the Chief said. Good work.”

      Now to talk with Jael. Why did she feel like the other shoe was about to drop?
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      “You heard me,” Pat said.

      Jael resisted, barely, the urge to curse long and hard. She’d heard Pat. She just couldn’t believe what the blonde said. It didn’t make any sense. Except it did in a sick, warped way. Unfortunately, it complicated an already complicated situation. There was no way now to keep the cops out of the final stages of the investigation. All she could hope was they didn’t stumble upon the whole truth. If they did, going to Hell in a handbasket would seem like a vacation in Paradise.

      Damn it!

      And damn Wysocki. She’d always gotten a bad feeling from the IAB captain. Her gut told her something wasn’t right about the woman. But Jael hadn’t been able to put her finger on what—until now.

      And now it might be too late.

      She stepped into the room across the hall from Mac’s and closed the door behind her. The last thing she needed was Mac overhearing. Not that she’d be able to keep the information from her, or from Jackson and Ellen, for long.

      “Tell me everything.”

      She listened closely as Pat laid it out for her. Of all the things she suspected, this never made the list. It never came close to making the list. Yet, in a sick way, it made sense. Now they had a cop and an addict, probably a drug dealer, heading their list of suspects—not to mention the suspects the DPD detectives didn’t know about.

      How in the hell were Wysocki and Caudell tied to the lycans? What had they missed?

      “God.” She blew out a long breath and dropped onto one of the chairs. For a long moment she stared off into space, thinking. “Before we go any further, let me tell you where things stand here.” At least that gave her time to gather her thoughts. “Since Culver agreed to let Flynn pull Mateo and the others in to help, I’ve switched out the guards here with members of Mateo’s squad. I explained the Chief wanted to make sure you and Tanaka had as many cops as you could get working the case. The uniforms were more than glad to let the Feds take over the boring duty.”

      “All right, but why?”

      “Pat, I don’t think the lycans are foolish enough to try for Mac here, but I’m not taking any chances. I want our people guarding her. They’ll know what to do and they’ll make sure the truth doesn’t get out.” She paused and her stomach churned as another reason dawned on her. “The last thing we need is to risk a normal being injured by a lycan and turning.”

      Pat didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to when Jael heard her swallow hard. “You’re right. We need our people guarding Mac,” Pat said a moment later. “But we also need to maintain the illusion DPD is running the investigation. So Tanaka and I will be over later to question Mac.”

      “All right.” Jael leaned back, considering what else she needed to do. “I’m sending the family to the new safehouse. Not only do they need to get ready for tonight’s pride meeting, but they need to be out of the line of fire if the lycans or that bitch or her husband decide to come after Mac.”

      “No arguments here. Hang on.”

      Jael waited while Pat placed her on hold. As she did, she considered her options. Not only did she want to make sure the family was safe from anything the lycans might try, she wanted to make sure the pride meeting didn’t become a battleground. She frowned. There were still too many unknowns and that worried her.

      “Sorry. I need an hour or so here and then I’ll talk with Jackson about tonight. If we haven’t shut the case down by then, we’ll need to take precautions,” Pat said a few minutes later.

      “I’ve already given Mateo a head’s up that we’ll be coordinating with him. Let’s make sure we aren’t taking any unnecessary risks with the pride or with Mac.” She had a feeling the former would be easier than the latter. “Marie is taking care of a few things at the office and then she’s headed here. She said she’ll sit with Mac tonight. I’ll be here as well. I hope we have this closed down by then, but I don’t want to run the risk.”

      They spoke for a few more minutes. Satisfied they’d done all they could for the moment, Jael stood and slid her phone into her hip pocket. Now came the hard part. Sending Jackson and the others to the safehouse might take an act of God. Hopefully, Ellen backed her. Otherwise—well, she didn’t want to think about the otherwise.

      The moment she entered Mac’s room, six pairs of eyes focused on her. Part of her wanted to turn around, close the door behind her and station herself outside the room, gun in hand. That might be easier than what she needed to do. Except she’d never been one to choose easy over necessary. She certainly wasn’t going to start now, no matter how tempting it might be.

      “Jael?”

      Of course, Mac spoke first. As she did, Jackson rested a hand on his wife’s uninjured shoulder. Elizabeth and the twins took up protective positions on the other side of the bed. Ellen stepped forward, looking at her in concern.

      “I need all of you to listen to me.” She shook her head, her expression serious, when Abigail started to say something. “I mean it, Abby. This is important. And before you start up, Mac, I’m going to tell you everything. But I need all of you to do what I tell you without question and without objection.”

      “We’ll do as you say, Jael.” Ellen pinned her family with a look that all but dared them to disobey.

      “Thank you.” She moved to stand at the foot of Mac’s bed. For a moment, she looked at her friend and wished she didn’t have to do this. Mac needed to rest. She deserved time to heal and to revel in the knowledge she carried her first child. Unfortunately, she couldn’t have that, not yet at any rate. “We have the man who rented the van in custody. Ellen?”

      “I’ve given them the salient points,” the woman said.

      Jael nodded. “We also have an ID on the shooter.”

      Mac hissed in a breath and she struggled to sit up some more. Anger and something else flashed in her eyes. But it was the look on Jackson’s face that spoke volumes. For the first time, Jael saw the predator in him. It wouldn’t take much for his jaguar to emerge. If that happened, the hunt would be on. Not that she blamed him. She’d like nothing more than to be hunting down Wysocki’s husband. He had a great deal to answer for.

      Jael pulled out her phone and called up Caudell’s booking photo from when Mac arrested him so long ago. Then she stepped around the bed and showed her friend the image. For a long moment, Mac studied it. Her brow furrowed and her eyes narrowed. Then her lips peeled back. Jael halfway expected her to hiss like her jaguar would. Instead, a low growl sounded deep in her throat.

      “Caudell,” Mac said softly. “I busted him nine, ten years ago on a drug charge.”

      “Are you sure?” Elizabeth asked as she looked at the image.

      Jael didn’t blame her. The bearded man with long, scraggly hair bore little resemblance to the pictures they’d seen of the shooter.

      “Liz, I’ll answer your question in a moment. I need Mac to answer something for me first.” She closed the photo app and put away her phone. “Mac, what do you remember about him?”

      Mac thought for a moment. “I pulled him over for driving under the influence. It was mid-morning. A Tuesday, I think. I remember thinking he’d either had a very long night partying or he was getting an early start.” She closed her eyes and Jael waited as she thought back. “I followed procedure. Pulled him over and parked behind him. Approached his vehicle. My hand was on my gun. I rapped on the window and told him to roll it down. He wouldn’t, not to begin with. He didn’t look at me. Instead, he stared out the windshield as if I’d go away if he ignored me long enough. I think I threatened to break the window and pull him out through it if he didn’t comply.”

      Jael bit back her smile. She had no doubt that’s exactly what Mac told him. It’s what most cops would say in a similar situation. And, hindsight being twenty-twenty, that could be the first strike against Mac in Wysocki’s eyes.

      “He slowly turned his head to look at me and that’s when I knew he wasn’t drunk. He was high on something. His eyes were glassy, pupils so dilated I’m surprised he could function. The car was filled with smoke. When he opened the window, I swear I got high. I remember telling the patrol sergeant I wasn’t sure I could pass a drug test afterward because there was so much pot smoke.” A smile touched her lips and Jael chuckled softly.

      “I still had to pull him out of the car. Even though he rolled down the window and even unlocked the door, he wouldn’t get out. I’m not sure he was sober enough to understand what I wanted him to do. I pulled him out and placed him under arrest. After I cuffed him, I Mirandized him and searched him. Then I called for backup. All pretty standard for that kind of stop.”

      Jael nodded. Mac had done exactly what she’d taught her to do in such a situation. “What else?”

      “The patrol sergeant responded out. I was new in the division and I think he was checking up on me. He had me contact the DA’s Office to get a warrant to search the car. Then he had another uniform transport Caudell and process him. I stayed with the car until the warrant came through. Then Sgt. Voight and I began the search. I’d have to check my notes for the exact details, but we found pot and coke, enough to keep the city high for days, stashed everywhere possible inside. Narcotics was called in. I wrote it up and they took over the case.”

      “So you sent him to prison?” Jackson asked.

      Mac shook her head. “No.” Frustration and remembered anger roughened her voice. “A couple of months later, I contacted the DA’s Office to find out what happened with the case. I’d tried getting information out of Narcotics, but no one ever answered my questions. Trust me, when the ADA got back to me and told me Narco decided they wanted to turn that bastard instead of prosecuting him, I went ballistic. But what could I do? I was only a year or two out of the Academy. Hell, I couldn’t even get the name of the Narcotics officer involved.” She chewed her lower lip for a moment. “Come to think of it, Sgt. Voight couldn’t find out either. He wasn’t any happier about it than I was.”

      “And all that confirms what Timmons discovered.” Jael almost wished it hadn’t.

      “If he didn’t go to prison, why wait all this time to go after Mac?” Danny asked.

      “We’re still working on that. However, there’s another connection between him and your sister. Mac, I need to know if you were aware of it.”

      “I can’t think of any way we’re connected except for that arrest.”

      “Caudell is married. Did you know that?”

      Mac shook her head. “No. Honestly, I haven’t given him a second thought in years.”

      “Then you didn’t know he married Julia Wysocki?”

      It felt as if all the air had suddenly been sucked out of the room. No one said anything. Jael watched Mac, noting how her right hand fisted at her side. The color drained from her face. Then she flushed as anger replaced disbelief. In that moment, Jael didn’t doubt her friend would shift and hunt Wysocki if she could.

      Not that she blamed her.

      “The IAB bitch?” Abby demanded.

      Jael shot her a warning look. “I need an answer, Mac.”

      “No, I didn’t know she was married to that piece of shit.” She shifted on the bed, her expression registering pain Jael doubted she felt. “How did she keep their relationship hidden? More importantly, why does she still have her shield?”

      “Trust me, that’s something Culver is looking into.” And something she’d be looking into as well.

      “Two questions.” Elizabeth spoke so coldly Jael fought the urge to shiver. She never wanted to be on the woman’s bad side. “First, why did he shoot my daughter? Second, what is his, or their, connection to the lycans?”

      “I wish I knew.” More than anything, she wished she knew. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

      “Let her talk,” Mac said before anyone could say anything else.

      “The lycan isn’t saying much beyond admitting he rented the van and left it for Caudell. He had a few choice words about Caudell not actually killing Mac and how he’ll learn failure isn’t rewarded. But he wouldn’t say anything else, at least not anything concrete. We can imply Ferguson, or more likely Branson as his enforcer, knew what was going to happen but we don’t have proof of it yet.”

      “Let me talk with him.” Jackson’s voice deepened, roughened, a sure indication his jaguar was close to the surface.

      “No.” Ellen shook her head. “I’ve already contacted the rest of the Tribunal. We will meet this weekend to deal with him and, hopefully, anyone else involved. But if we roll him now, we taint anything we learn.”

      “Ellen,” he drawled.

      “Jackson, no. She’s right and you know it.” Mac reached for her husband’s hand and looked up at him, waiting until he nodded in reluctant agreement. “What else, Jael?”

      “Mateo is setting up a new safehouse, one well away from the warehouse. He agreed we can’t take the chance the lycans haven’t figure out where we took Ferguson and the others after Cassandra’s people kidnapped them.” Now came the hard part. “Jackson, as much as I want to tell you to cancel the pride meeting tonight, I can’t. We need you to hold it. But we are setting up security. I swear we aren’t going to risk letting anything happen.”

      He didn’t like it. She saw it in the tightness of his expression and the way his jaw worked. At least he wasn’t arguing—yet.

      “Jackson, that means you, and the rest of you as well, need to go to the safehouse and review the plans for tonight with Mateo and Sgt. Lee. I’ll stay here and make sure security is so tight around Mac a flea can’t get through. Then I need to get back out in the field. I give you my word I will be here with her tonight during the pride meeting.”

      “No.” Abby crossed her arms under her breasts and glared. “I’m not leaving.”

      “Neither am I,” Danny added, mirroring his sister’s stance.

      Jael didn’t roll her eyes, but it was a close call.

      “You will do as I say on this.” She stared at the two, daring them to argue. “You’ll do it for several reasons. The first is that I’m trusting you to make sure my children are safe. I can’t be with them and be here with Mac. They are as much a part of the pride as I am. They will be there with you, standing with you, tonight as you reassure everyone Mac will be all right. But for me to do my job, I need to know you have their backs.” She waited until the twins nodded, their expressions serious.

      “I’ll tell you something else, something I told Pat. The last thing we need is for the lycans to make a try for Mac here. If they do, we run the risk of one of you, or someone else, being infected and turned. Think about what that means and what it would do to you and what it would do to the rest of us if that happened.”

      The twins paled. Elizabeth’s anger cooled and fear, not for herself but for her children, filled her expression. Seeing it, Jael prayed they kept her warnings in mind.

      “Finally, I can’t risk my focus being torn between the three of you.” She looked from Abby and Danny to Elizabeth. “And Mac if the shit does hit the fan. Add to that the fact each of you, like it or not, need to be at the pride meeting tonight. The pride and our allies need to see you to believe Mac is going to be all right. But there’s another reason as well. You can bet your last dollar the pack knows a meeting’s been called. If it is suddenly cancelled—and if the news isn’t announcing Mac’s death—they’ll suspect something is happening and we can’t allow that. If the pack is involved in what happened to Mac, we need to know and we need to bring them to justice. I won’t let your egos or your need to try to protect your sister prevent that.”

      “Jael,” Jackson growled.

      “No, Jack. She’s right.” Mac spoke softly but it didn’t hide her own anger. “But I have a few conditions of my own.”

      “Don’t suggest you get to leave here as well. That’s not going to happen,” her grandmother said.

      “No. But I want a video feed to the pride meeting. I need to see what happens.”

      “Done,” Jael agreed before Mac could think of anything else. “Now, Sgt. Lee and a team are waiting in the corridor. They’ll escort you to the new safehouse. You have to promise to stay there until time to leave tonight.”

      “We’ll do as you say,” Ellen promised.

      “Thank you.” She gave them a slight smile. “I’ll give you a few moments.”

      As the door closed behind her, she sighed in relief. So far, so good. Hopefully, that was a sign nothing else was going to happen.

      Pat, anything new? she texted half an hour later as she paced the length of the corridor outside Mac’s room.

      Not sure. Murray checked on W’s kids. They aren’t in school. Broke pattern yesterday. W usually drops them off. Out of the ordinary enough for the staff to take note. Same with W’s father picking them up after school.

      Jael considered that bit of information before responding. Word on them today?

      Supposedly home sick. Have Sears & Nguyen checking it out.

      ‘k. Keep me informed.

      What were they missing? Where was the connection between Wysocki and Caudell and the lycans?
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      Jacob Branson watched the video feed. A smile of satisfaction lit his expression. Then he leaned forward, studying his prey. Wysocki still thought she had a chance to save her husband and herself. That’s what made this so much fun. As long as she held out hope, she’d do as she was told. She might not be much of a wife—not that he blamed her. Caudell was an insect to be crushed—but she loved her children. She’d do whatever she had to in order to protect them. By the time she realized the futility of it all, it would be too late.

      Maybe he’d play with her a little before killing her. It might be interesting to see if he could turn her. He’d been disappointed when Santos wasn’t turned after Wilcox attacked her. Instead, she became their worst nightmare. All because Wilcox hadn’t stayed long enough to make sure he finished the job. Instead, he’d run off to lick his wounds. Branson hadn’t mourned his death one moment.

      What he did mourn was the downfall of the pack. For years, he’d been satisfied in his role as the pack’s enforcer. Connor Ferguson had been a strong leader, unbowed by the Conclave or by the local pride. More than that, he’d been smart. He’d known how to let his wolves do what came natural for their kind without bringing them to the attention of the pures. Wilcox, with his attack on Santos, ruined that. The local pride, not to mention the Conclave, focused on them and Ferguson was forced to curtail the pack’s activities.

      After Santos met Wilcox in the Circle, Ferguson changed. He deferred to the pride leadership. Gone was the strong alpha. Oh, he maintained his role in the pack but the pack turned into a pale shadow of what it once was. It grew even worse after Cassandra Wilkinson ordered her followers to kidnap Ferguson and others of the shifter community. Ferguson felt some sort of loyalty to the pride for forcing their kidnappers to release them. He’d allowed them—their enemy—to treat him and the others of their kind taken with him. He’d become little more than a lapdog to the enemy. No wolf should ever show its belly to a cat and that’s what Ferguson had done, figuratively if not literally.

      Branson looked away from the monitors. Half a dozen of the pack crowded the small office. They had been the first to come to him, asking him to assume leadership of the pack. The five men and one woman had objected when Ferguson offered Wilcox up to the Conclave to placate them and the pride for the attack on Santos two years earlier. Now they were ready for him to take the next step.

      “Yu, find out where Bartholomew is. He should have been back by now.”

      “He’s a lazy bastard, boss. Probably went home and got drunk,” the muscular young man said. When Branson narrowed his eyes, he swallowed hard and nodded once before slipping out of the office.

      “Cara, you’ve been wanting to play with our guest. Go have some fun.” He glanced at his watch. “Don’t kill him—yet.”

      “How much fun can I have?” the brunette asked, an unholy gleam in her eyes.

      Branson considered the question. Then one corner of his mouth lifted in a smile that would send chills down most people’s spines. “He liked to sample the product without paying for it. So mix him one of your special cocktails. Make sure he doesn’t have an easy trip. He needs to learn how foolish it is to not only hold out on me but to try to rob me.”

      The woman, one of the best street chemists he knew, nodded and started out of the office. She stopped at the door and looked back at him. “Can I turn him?”

      “Not yet. I want to make it a family affair. We’ll wait until his wife joins him.”

      Even as he noted the disappointment in her eyes, she nodded. Trusting her to do as he instructed, he turned his attention to the others.

      “Stone, Wongo, confirm the pride is still meeting tonight and find out where.”

      “On it, boss.”

      The two left the office, already discussing how they would learn the information. Stone suggested hacking emails and Wongo wanted to grab up a member of the pride and make them talk. Branson bet himself Stone would prevail. His level head was why Branson partnered the two so often.

      “You two gather the others. Make sure no one says anything that will tip off Ferguson. Let’s deal with the pride and then I will deal with our alpha. It is time for us to quit hiding in the shadows. The others know today begins the war.”

      With that, he turned back to the monitors, chuckling softly as Cara stepped into view. He originally planned on letting her give Caudell an overdose before they dumped his body with enough evidence to link him to Santos’ shooting. Now he considered letting her work her pharmaceutical magic on Ferguson as well. It would send a message to everyone if they simply took the pack leader instead of giving him the dignity of fighting in the Circle.

      He never wanted to lead the pack. Ferguson and the pride forced his hand.  Now he would lead his people to their rightful role at the top of the food chain. Tonight was just the first step, the opening salvo. Soon, it would be war, a war he intended the lycans to win.
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      Mac carefully sank onto the edge of the bed. As she did, her nurse checked her pulse. Then she moved to help Mac swing her legs onto the mattress. Mac shook her head. The walk to the nursing station and back left her weak as a kitten. But she didn’t care. It beat staying in bed. All she wanted now was to sit up for a few minutes.

      “After you rest,” the nurse said before Mac could say anything. “But you did very well. How do you feel?”

      “Weak but better than I expected.” She smiled slightly as her jaguar sent her an image of a jaguar cub collapsing in a heap on the ground after playing. “I don’t hurt as much.”

      “Good.” The nurse lifted Mac’s legs onto the bed and helped her settle back. “Do you need anything?”

      “No, thanks.” She nodded as Jael and Marie appeared in the doorway. They entered the room as the nurse left. Mac caught the scent of burgers and fries and grinned. “If that’s for me, you have my undying gratitude.”

      “I don’t know, Marie. What do you think?” Jael teased as the woman set the bags she carried on the table.

      “I think she deserves a reward. She didn’t argue with the nurse, at least not too much.” Marie’s eyes twinkled. Then she sobered and reached for Mac’s uninjured hand. “How do you feel?”

      “Better for having been up for a few minutes but weaker than I’d like.” Seeing how they both looked at her in surprise, she gave a one shoulder shrug. “You know me. I hate being helpless almost as much as I hate being told I can’t do something.”

      “But you have motivation now to do everything you can to heal,” Marie said. “You can’t expect it to happen overnight.”

      Mac looked from her admin to Jael, her brows drawing together in a frown. Marie’s comment might mean nothing, but it might also mean a great deal. Either way, she had a feeling Marie knew more than she suspected. The fact Jael didn’t seem concerned by what the woman said only increased Mac’s suspicion that they knew something she didn’t.

      “What?” she asked simply. “Or, more to the point, what do you mean, Marie?”

      Marie and Jael looked at one another and then back to her.

      “You don’t have to watch what you say around her, Mac,” Jael finally said. “Captain King read her in a while back. Culver knows and has done everything but pull her into our special squad.”

      Relieved, Mac smiled and reached for Marie’s hand. She’d had her suspicions but was glad to know for sure.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked.

      “I knew you’d say something when you were ready, Mac. Until then, I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable or worry you.” She turned her attention to finishing laying out the burgers and fries. “Now eat up. After you do, I’ll answer any questions you might have.”

      “I have only one right now.” She accepted the burger Marie handed her and took a bite, all but moaning in pleasure. She chewed and swallowed before continuing. “Will you accept the pride’s friendship, loyalty and protection, let us help you in any way we can as you helped Mike before his death and as you’ve been helping me since then?” It wasn’t a formal induction into the pride but it was the first step to making her a part of it—if she agreed.

      “I would be proud to.” Marie smiled, affection easing the tension in her expression. “Alpha.”

      Mac laughed and took another bite of her burger. There would be more to discuss later. But, for now, she wanted to eat and consider what the next step should be in the investigation. She might be the victim but she was a cop, damn it, and they couldn’t expect her to stay out of it. Hell, even if they did, she wasn’t going to. Not with the connection between what happened and the lycans.

      “Thanks.”

      She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. One-handed, she wadded it up and tossed it in the direction of the small trash can near her bed. When it hit the rim of the can and bounced off, she sighed and shrugged. Jael chuckled and bent to retrieve the wad, deftly tossing it into the trash. Then she looked at Mac, cocking her head to one side.

      “You’re up to something,” she said, a frown playing at the corners of her mouth.

      “Maybe.” How Jael answered her next question would determine if she was or not. “Any news from Pat?”

      “They haven’t found Caudell yet. He seems to have dropped off the face of the Earth, not that that’s anything new. My money’s on Wysocki having stashed him somewhere until this blows over.”

      “Have you fully briefed Marie?” The slight emphasis she placed on fully the only indication what she meant.

      “I have.”

      “Good. That makes things easier.” She reached over and pressed the button to adjust the angle of the bed some. “I assume Culver said not to do anything to tip Wysocki off.”

      “Correct,” Jael said.

      “I also assume she is still making noises that IAB should be involved in the case because a cop was shot.”

      This time, both Marie and Jael shook their heads, their expressions serious. “No, and that should have been our first red flag.” Jael’s frustration that none of them realized the woman might have been involved was obvious. “After Culver last met with her and told her to back off or he’d have to start asking why she kept digging at you, she’s been strangely silent about the investigation.”

      For a moment, Mac didn’t say anything. Instead, she considered her options. She knew what she wanted to do. Whether she could get her companions to agree, she didn’t know. But she had to give it a try.

      “Why don’t we give her a little nudge?” Mac suggested.

      “What do you mean?” Marie crossed her arms and looked at her much like a mother looked at a child about to suggest doing something very foolish.

      “Why don’t you call her and say I’m conscious and learned she’d wanted to speak with me? I wouldn’t have reason to know she’d been told to leave the case alone. As far as I’m concerned, she is part of the investigative team. Let her come and let’s see what she has to say.”

      For a moment, Marie and Jael looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. Then Jael cursed and stalked away from the bed, as if not trusting herself to stand too close to Mac just then. From the look on her friend’s face, Mac was glad. She had a feeling Jael wanted very badly to reach out and shake her until she saw sense. But it was the thoughtful expression on Marie’s face that brought her up short. She saw the disapproval in the older woman’s eyes but at least she hadn’t rejected the idea out of hand.

      “Tell us what you have in mind,” Marie said, waving Jael to silence before the woman could protest.

      Mac quickly laid it out. Wysocki wouldn’t be able to stop herself from coming if she knew Mac wanted to talk. The trick would be getting her to say something they could use as leverage against her. Mac felt sure she could do it, especially since Wysocki wouldn’t see her as a threat. It would mean playing up her injuries and her pain, but it was a small enough price to pay if it led them to identifying everyone involved in the plot to kill her—and whatever the underlying plot might be. She couldn’t help thinking there was more to it than murdering her. But what and how the hell had Wysocki and her husband gotten tied up with the lycans?

      “If we do this—and I’m not saying I agree—we take precautions.” Jael spoke without turning from the window she stared out of. “I want cameras set up, recording everything that happens. I want to make sure you aren’t alone in the room with her. And you aren’t to do anything to put yourself in danger.”

      Mac gritted her teeth. She wanted to object but didn’t. Not only was Jael thinking like a cop, she was doing her duty to the pride by making sure nothing was left to chance. Like it or not, Mac needed to agree.

      “All right. How long do you need to set it up?”

      Jael considered for a moment before answering. “An hour should be enough.”

      “Then get it done.” Mac turned her attention to Marie. “Call Wysocki in half an hour. Ask her if she still wants to speak with me. If she does, tell her she can come right away.”

      “I understand.”

      “Let’s hope this works.”

      It had to. Time was running out. She could feel it. If they didn’t find out what was really going on soon, it might be too late for all of them.
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        * * *

      

      Julia Wysocki pulled into a parking space beneath one of the many buildings that made up Baylor University Medical Center. As she did, the announcer on the radio noted the time. 11:08. The latest traffic report started. All around her, the world went on even as her world collapsed. She didn’t care about the weather. She didn’t care the morning rush hour was over. She didn’t care about the latest economic reports out of Washington. None of it mattered.

      Nothing mattered except keeping her children safe.

      She switched off the engine and reached for her briefcase. Making sure no one was close enough to see what she did, she withdrew several items. The first was a Smith & Wesson .38. The grip was wrapped in tape. The metal scratched and worn. How many gang bangers and others had used the weapon before it had been seized in a drug sting? Not that it mattered. All she cared about was the fact it couldn’t be traced back to her.

      She slid it into the holster at her waist, confident her leather jacket would hide it. Then she studied the box. No larger than the palm of her hand, it held the means of Santos’ death. If everything went as planned, she’d inject the contents of the syringe resting inside the box into Santos’ IV and be gone before the monitors registered anything wrong. If luck was on her side, the doctors wouldn’t do an autopsy because they’d assume the woman died of her wounds.

      She slipped the box into her jacket pocket and climbed out of the car. As she did, she checked her phone. The office thought she was in the field working an investigation. Her children were safe out-of-state with her parents. Now all she had to do was deal with Santos. She didn’t care what happened to Roy after that as long as he stayed away from her and their kids. He’d caused enough hurt over the years. This was the last straw.

      Santos. Wysocki’s right hand fisted at her side at the thought of the woman who’d been a thorn in her side for so long. But not for that much longer. The bitch even gave her the chance to end this, once and for all. When Marie Duncan called, asking if she still wanted to talk with “Captain Santos”, she couldn’t believe it. Suspicion was quickly replaced by relief. She’d learned long ago not to look the proverbial gifted horse in the mouth and this was the break she’d been looking for.

      All she had to do was play this smart. If she did, Santos would be dead and no one would be the wiser for it.

      A few minutes later, she stepped off the elevator and walked slowly toward the entrance to the security wing. A heavily muscled man in a black shirt sat behind the desk next to the doors. As she neared, he glanced in her direction. By the time she reached him, he was on his feet, a clipboard in one hand, his cellphone in the other. Even though she didn’t see a weapon, instinct told her he was heavily armed. It also told her he wasn’t a cop. Interesting. Had the family hired private security? If so, where was the uniform Chief Culver assigned to Santos’ security detail?

      “May I help you?” the man asked with surprising courtesy. Even so, his eyes remained hard as they seemed to take in every detail of her appearance.

      Unlike the last time she’d been there, she didn’t have to force her way inside. Instead, she reached under her blouse and pulled out her ID on its chain. Then she gave him her best “I’m not a danger” smile. This was a game she knew how to play, one she knew how to win.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d let Captain Santos know I’m here. The name’s Wysocki and she’s expecting me.”

      She smiled and waited, confident for the first time since waking to this nightmare that everything would be all right.
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      “You’re sure?” Jael smiled and barely resisted the urge to rub her hands together in expectation. Could it really be that easy?

      “Yes, ma’am,” Private Jason Bryant said.

      “Tell her the nurse is checking Captain Santos right now and ask if she would mind waiting a few minutes. Don’t tell her I’m back here. Let me know what she says.”

      She shoved her phone into her hip pocket. When she turned, she saw Mac and Marie watching her, their expressions almost identical looks of anticipation. They seemed more than ready for what might be about to happen, but she wasn’t. Too much could go wrong, could cost Mac her life or worse.

      “It seems you have a visitor, Mac.” Despite her misgivings, Jael couldn’t help smiling like a predator on the hunt.

      “That didn’t take long,” Marie said.

      “Wysocki must really want to talk to me.” Mac grinned and Jael saw her jaguar lurking behind her eyes. When Jael’s phone buzzed to signal an incoming text, Mac arched one brow in question.

      “It seems the good rat squad captain will be glad to wait.”

      “Let’s not keep her waiting too long,” Mac said.

      “She can cool her heels for a few minutes while we get you ready.”

      Mac’s eyes narrowed and she looked at Jael in suspicion. “What do you mean?”

      Without explanation, Jael moved to the small closet across the room and looked inside. A Kevlar vest rested on the shelf above the clothes rod. She lifted it down and turned. When she did, Marie’s approval shone in her eyes even as Mac looked at her in question.

      “I told you earlier that I’m taking no chances where you’re concerned, kid.”

      Jael carried the vest to the bed. Then she pulled back Mac’s sheet and light blanket. Mac watched as she opened the vest and settled it over her, covering her from knees to just above her breasts. Then Jael adjusted the bed until Mac lay almost flat. Mac opened her mouth to protest and then snapped it shut when Jael glared down at her. Instead, she lay there, watching as Jael pulled the covers back in place, making sure the vest was well-hidden.

      “Jael, I don’t want to be on my back when that bitch comes in.”

      “And I don’t want her within five miles of you,” Jael countered. “But it seems neither of us is going to get our wish.”

      “Jael.” Mac drawled out her name, her displeasure clear.

      “Mac, think like a cop for a moment.”

      Mac’s eyes flashed but Jael didn’t back down.

      “You are our ace in the hole, kid. Everyone believes you are much more seriously hurt than you are. Even most of the PD thinks you may still possibly die from your injures. That means you need to act the role when that bitch sees you. It will keep her off-guard and will, hopefully, loosen her tongue.”

      “And us?” Marie asked.

      “I’ll hide in the closet. I don’t think Wysocki will check there.” At least she hoped not. “Marie, you’ll stay out here. If she asks you to leave, do so. I don’t want you caught in the middle if something should go down.”

      For a moment, the woman looked more than a little mulish. Then she agreed. Relieved, Jael smiled her thanks before texting Private Bryant to send Wysocki back, letting her know when he did.

      “At least give me a gun. I don’t want to be totally helpless.” Mac looked at her and, for the first time, Jael saw a hint of fear in her eyes.

      Jael didn’t hesitate. She bent and pulled up her right pants leg. Her fingers closed around the butt of her clutch piece. When she handed it to Mac, she watched as the younger woman carefully weighed it in her hand. Then she guided Mac’s hand under the covers. The message was clear, the gun, like the Kevlar vest, needed to be kept out of sight. To her surprise, Mac nodded but moved the gun so it rested inside the immobilizer, hidden but close to hand.

      “Show time,” Jael said softly as the sounds of someone walking down the corridor reached them. Without another word, she turned and hurried back to the closet.

      It was a tight fit. Jael angled so she had a clear view of Mac’s bed through the small crack left when she pulled the door almost shut. By the time Wysocki reached the doorway, Jael had to smile. Mac looked like she was dozing. Marie sat next to the bed, a book in hand. No one seeing the two would think they expected a dirty cop to join them soon.

      Now to let it play out.
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        * * *

      

      Mac lay in bed, her eyes closed, when a soft rap sounded on the doorframe. She reminded herself to breathe. Slow and steady. Jael had been right. They needed Wysocki to believe she was too badly injured to do much, if anything, for herself. When her jaguar protested, she sent the image of a weak kitten to her. She followed it quickly with an image of Cait dropping from a tree limb onto an unsuspecting deer. The message was clear. This was a hunt. Not one they were used to, but a hunt nonetheless.

      Marie’s chair scraped against the tile of the floor when the woman stood. Mac listened, wishing she dared open her eyes, as Marie moved to the door. Even though they’d discussed what Marie was supposed to do, Mac worried. She’d learned one thing about Marie Duncan early into their acquaintance: she way loyal. That loyalty meant she wanted Wysocki to pay for all she’d done to Mac, to Pat and to every other good cop on DPD’s rolls.

      Not that Mac blamed her. How could she when she wanted the same thing?

      “How is she?” Wysocki asked as Marie opened the door.

      “Resting.” A slight hint of censure colored Marie’s voice. “She really shouldn’t be disturbed, Captain. I’m going to be honest. I tried talking her out of seeing you. But she insisted.”

      “I promise I won’t take long.” Wysocki sounded so sincere. But then she usually did, when she wasn’t threatening another cop. “And I promise you, I didn’t want to talk with her about what happened. Unfortunately, a case came across my desk, one involving a uniform assigned to her command, that I need to discuss with her.”

      Mac wanted to roll her eyes. Better yet, she wanted to sit up and call the woman a liar. Instead, she focused on maintaining the illusion that she was seriously injured, possibly dying. Anything to help loosen the woman’s tongue. They needed her to do or say something to tip her hand.

      “Meaning no disrespect, Captain, but if I find out you’re lying, I’ll report your actions to Chief Culver.” No implied threat for Marie. She went straight for the jugular and Mac didn’t know whether to cheer or throttle her.

      “I understand.”

      Mac shifted slightly, as if trying to find a more comfortable position without fully waking. The weight of the Kevlar vest was as reassuring as the feel of the gun in her right hand where it rested inside the immobilizer. She might be injured but she wasn’t helpless. Not by a long shot.

      “What have the doctors said?” Wysocki asked as they neared the bed.

      “It’s not good. They still aren’t sure if she’s going to make it.”

      Mac didn’t need to see Marie’s expression to know she was putting on an award-winning show. There was a reason she didn’t play poker with the woman. Marie could bluff better than almost anyone else Mac knew. That’s the only reason she hadn’t objected to her being in the room when Wysocki first arrived. Now she wanted her out of there, before Wysocki decided to do something foolish.

      “Captain, the doctor said you can’t stay more than a few minutes and you aren’t to upset Captain Santos. I assure you, I will report you, after having you removed from the hospital, if you do.”

      “I understand.”

      Mac opened her eyes the barest of cracks and looked out from beneath her lashes. How Marie seemed apparently unfazed when Wysocki placed a hand on her arm was beyond Mac. She didn’t doubt for a moment Marie would prefer breaking the hand off and feeding it to the IAB captain than standing there acting as if nothing was wrong.

      “Mrs. Duncan, would you mind leaving us alone for a moment?” Wysocki asked.

      Marie bent and lightly touched Mac’s cheek. When she did, Mac shifted on the mattress and moaned in pain. Her eyes flickered open. As she looked around, Mac did her best impression of being dazed and confused. Then she licked her lips and asked if she could have a drink. Marie reached for her cup of water and carefully guided the straw between Mac’s lips.

      “Captain Wysocki’s here, ma’am. You had me send for her. Do you remember?

      Mac nodded.

      “Do you feel up to talking with her?” she asked as she returned the cup to the bedside table.

      “I-I guess.”

      She most definitely felt up to talking with the woman, just not about what Wysocki expected.

      “I’ll be across the hall if you need me.” Marie moved to the door. “Captain Wysocki, one second more than five minutes and I’ll have you escorted out,” she added before leaving the room.

      Wysocki gave Marie time to move out earshot before saying anything. “I’m sorry, Captain.” She reached out and closed the door.

      Mac’s brows drew together in a frown. Carefully, she shifted positions again, doing her best not to dislodge the vest on top of her. “I-I don’t understand. Sorry for what?”

      “I know.” Wysocki’s voice was almost gentle as she reached into a pocket and pulled out a pair of gloves. Mac’s heart sped up as Wysocki pulled them on. Surely, she couldn’t actually going to try to harm her here, in the hospital. “I’ll be honest. I don’t understand it all myself. I want you to understand I don’t have any other choice. I have to do this.” She cast a look in the direction of the door and seemed reassured to see it was still closed.

      “Do what?” Mac fought the urge to pull the gun Jael gave her. They needed Wysocki to keep talking and she’d clam up, or worse, if she knew they were onto her.

      “You really didn’t recognize the man who shot you?” Wysocki looked at her, as if she wasn’t sure what to hope for.

      Mac shook her head. It wasn’t a lie, not really. Until Jael showed her the old booking photo, she hadn’t recognized him.

      “It’s still a chance I can’t afford to take.” The IAB captain once again reached into her pocket. This time, she pulled out a box not much larger than the palm of her hand. “I told him he needed to clean up his act. I’ve been telling him that almost every day for the last ten years. But, as usual, he didn’t listen me. This time, it got him into deeper trouble than usual. This time it got him in trouble with people who hate you even more than I do.” She opened the box and Mac forced herself not to react when Wysocki produced a syringe.

      God, she hoped Jael could see what was happening.

      “I-I don’t understand. What are you talking about?” Mac did her best to look helpless, shrinking into the mattress.

      “I guess I owe you an explanation.” Wysocki set the syringe on the bedside table. Then she reached over and moved the call button out of Mac’s reach. Not that Mac had any intention of letting go of the gun to try for the call button. “My husband’s not a bad man, just weak and foolish. He also holds a grudge. When you busted him so long ago, it cost him a great deal, including a broken leg. Technically, I probably shouldn’t blame you for that, but the bust did make the supplier look closer at Roy’s activities. When he did, he realized Roy was ripping him off. So he decided to make sure Roy realized how foolish he’d been—and, at the same time, make sure none of his other dealers decided to try to follow Roy’s example.” She shook her head, a sad little smile on her lips.

      “For a while after that, things were good. Roy cleaned up his act. Our son was born. Roy even found himself a job and seemed to like it. Then he was laid off and he fell back into old habits. I did my best to keep him out of trouble, making sure he wasn’t charged when he was unlucky enough to get arrested. I even threatened to leave him and take the kids with me. He promised to get out of the business as soon as he finished this one last job for his supplier. And that leads us to the other day. His employer discovered Roy was not only ripping him off, but also moving in on some of his territory. Unlike Boxer, this guy gave Roy a choice.  He could either kill you or they’d kill him. Since Roy’s a coward at heart, and because he still blames you for busting him so long ago, it wasn’t a difficult decision for him. But, like most everything else he’s ever done, he managed to screw it up.”

      “Y-your husband? He shot me?”

      Wysocki nodded.

      “You knew what he was going to do?”

      Mac changed positions, as if trying to sit up. Wysocki acted quicker than Mac anticipated. Her gloved fist struck Mac’s injured shoulder. Mac fell back against the mattress, gasping in pain. Tears stung her eyes and her stomach pitched. The room darkened for a moment and she fought against the fog of unconsciousness. She couldn’t black out. Not yet. She still had questions she needed answered.

      If she was lucky, Jael would let her play this out and then beat the hell out of this bitch.

      “Of course, I did. I told you he’s a screw-up and a coward. He came to me and told me what happened. He wanted me to tell him how to do it. I tried convincing him to give me time to figure something else out. I know better than most what happens when you kill a cop, especially one like you. But his supplier had him spooked and he wouldn’t listen to me.” Wysocki gave a shrug. In that moment, Mac knew she was dead. At least she was if Wysocki had her way. “So I got him a gun that couldn’t be traced back to him. I told him how to get in and out of your neighborhood without too much trouble. But he screwed it up. Just like he’s screwed up everything else. Now I have to finish the job. If I don’t, his supplier won’t just kill Roy. He’ll kill my children as well. You’re not a mother, Santos, so you don’t understand the need to do everything possible to keep them safe. I know it’s no comfort, but know you’re dying so two innocents can live.”

      Wysocki reached for the syringe. This was it. Heart pounding, Mac rolled to her right. Or she tried to. Wysocki grabbed her and shoved her back. She followed up with a second punch to Mac’s injured shoulder. Pain exploded and she cried out. Blood roared in her ears and she felt consciousness retreating. Panting, fighting the dizziness and nausea, she did her best to focus on Wysocki. Then she felt strength flowing into her as her jaguar pushed into her consciousness. They wouldn’t let the bitch win.

      We are stronger, better, Cait told her. Fight back. Don’t let her win.

      Mac swallowed hard and nodded. Cait was right. She had to stop the woman before she injected whatever drug she’d brought with her into the IV port. But how?

      “Stop!” Jael yelled as she burst from the closet. “Drop it or I’ll drop you.”

      Wysocki didn’t turn. She didn’t hesitate. She slid the needle into the injection port.

      Mac forgot the gun. Time slowed as she struggled to move her uninjured arm to her left hand where it rested in the immobilizer. She needed to pull out her IV. She had to before the drug found its way into her system. God, she hadn’t gone through all this to let this bitch kill her now!

      “I told you I wouldn’t let you upset her, you bitch!”

      Marie’s voice was that of an avenging angel. Surprised, Mac turned her head on the pillow. Her admin stood in the doorway. Her expression cold, fire in her eyes, the woman lifted her right hand and pointed a Taser at the IAB captain. Even as Wysocki’s thumb depressed the syringe’s plunger, the sweetest sound Mac had ever heard filled the room. The Taser barbs struck Wysocki in the back and her muscles spasmed as the current raced through her.

      Five seconds. Five short seconds that seemed to last an eternity as Jael raced across the room. She pulled the IV from Mac’s hand. Five seconds that probably seemed even longer to Wysocki. Five seconds that turned to ten when Marie lifted a second Taser before once again lighting up Wysocki. Before its effects waned, Jael had the IAB captain face down on the floor, her hands cuffed behind her.

      “Get Patek in here now!” Marie ordered someone from the doorway.

      Mac leaned back and closed her eyes. Her stomach roiled from a mixture of pain and reaction. That had been close, too close. And it wasn’t over. Not yet. Not until she knew everything Wysocki did.

      Damn it, she wanted answers and she was going to get them.

      Gritting her teeth against the pain, Mac carefully sat up. Anger flared when she looked down and saw the blood at her injured shoulder. The bitch not only hit her—twice!—but she’d reopened the wound. Patek would have more than a little to say about that, especially if the blows had further damaged the joint, but he’d have to wait. There was something she needed to do first.

      Without a word, Mac shoved the Kevlar vest to the side. Then she swung her legs over the side of the bed. Marie seemed to almost magically appear at her side. She slid an arm around Mac’s waist and took on most of her weight when she stood.

      “Get her on her feet,” Mac rasped.

      Without a word, Jael bent and hauled Wysocki up. As she did, the door swung open. Private Bryant entered just ahead of Patek and one of the nurses. Before any of them could say anything, Mac took an unsteady step closer to the woman who moments before tried to kill her.

      “You just made the biggest mistake of your life,” Mac said and then read Wysocki her rights. “But don’t think we’re handing you over to DPD right away. Homeland wants to have a little conversation with you. Bryant, take her.”

      “No!” Wysocki struggled futilely against Jael’s grip. “They’ll kill my children.”

      “Who?” Mac demanded.

      “I can’t tell you! I don’t know who they are.” She looked at Mac, tears in her eyes. “I swear, I don’t know.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Mac fought the urge to force the woman to talk. “I know you and your tactics all too well. You don’t leave anything to chance, remember? That’s why you got your husband a gun that couldn’t be traced back to him. And that’s why you would have done everything possible to find out who was threatening him and your children. You’d want to know if there was any way you could force them to back off.”

      “I can’t.”

      A single tear tracked down Wysocki’s cheek. Mac sneered, unmoved. That simple statement spoke volumes. Wysocki couldn’t—or more likely wouldn’t—tell her what she knew. That meant she at least had a pretty good idea who wanted Mac dead.

      “If you want any consideration when charges are filed against you, you will.”

      Wysocki shook her head, her mouth firmly closed.

      “I changed my mind. Sgt. Lindsay, contact Lt. King and Detective Tanaka. Tell them we have a perp for them to take custody of. Then call Chief Culver and let him know. I’m sure someone along the line leak it to the media that an arrest has been made.” She waved Patek off when he started toward her. There would be time when this was over for him to take a look at her shoulder.

      “No!” Wysocki struggled futilely against Jael’s firm hold. “They’ll kill my kids!”

      “Then talk to me. Tell me what I need to know to protect them.”

      “I’ll tell you everything after I know they’re safe.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. You know that, just as you know this isn’t a negotiation.” Mac took a step back and leaned against the side of the bed. The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving her weaker than she dared admit. “You may not like me, Wysocki.” And wasn’t that an understatement after the events of the last few minutes? “But you know I keep my promises. In return for telling us everything you know about my shooting, we will keep the fact you are in custody a secret and we will do everything humanly possible to protect your children.”

      “No.” She looked at the floor, shaking her head.

      “Then you leave me no choice. I could use my Homeland connections to keep your name out of the investigation but not without reason. You’ve given me nothing.” Mac let a little bite into her voice. “Jael, make your call.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She motioned for Private Bryant to take control of Wysocki. Then she produced her cellphone and made a show of activating it.

      “Wait!”

      Mac looked at Wysocki and knew she’d won. But had she won the war or only a skirmish?

      “I don’t know the name of Roy’s supplier.” She closed her eyes, her lashes damp with tears. “But I know my husband. He’ll have everything stored on his phone or laptop.” She spoke slowly, as if each word was being dragged out of her.

      “Where are they?” Jael asked.

      “At our house.” When she looked up, the fear once again shone in her eyes. “But you can’t go inside. He’ll know.”

      “Who will?”

      “Him. The one who ordered the hit.”

      “Sgt. Lindsay is going to take your keys and you are going to give us written permission to enter your house.” One look was enough to stop Wysocki from protesting. “I’ll make sure the team kills the cameras before they enter. Anyone who might be watching from the outside will see maintenance men and nothing more.” She thought for a moment. “Sgt. Lindsey and Private Bryant, who is part of the special DHS unit I’ve been liaising with, are going to take you to a room down the corridor. You’ll be secured there until we decide the best way to get you out of here without being seen. Then you’ll be taken to a secure location where you will stay until we’ve moved your children somewhere they’ll be safe. Once we have, you’ll get to talk with them. Until then, you’re going to be held and you will not be allowed any outside contact. Object, look like you are going to object, and I’ll have you perp-walked into the station in front of the media.”

      “Bitch,” Wysocki spat.

      “You have no idea.” Mac chuckled menacingly. “Take it or leave it.”

      “Keep my children safe or I’ll end you.”

      “I do believe she just threatened you, Captain,” Jael mused.

      “We’ll add it to the charges. Get her out of here.”

      “Bryant, confine her three doors down.” Jael ordered the private. “I’ll be along in a few minutes with additional orders.”

      “Understood, ma’am.”

      Mac bit back a smile to see Jael wince slightly at the “ma’am”. Her mentor might be a cop now, but she was a Marine non-com at heart. The last thing she wanted was to be addressed as an officer.

      “The cuffs stay on. Secure her ankles and prepare her for transport. Once you have, she can sit on the floor. I don’t give a damn if she’s comfortable or not,” Jael continued.

      “Understood.” Bryant took a firm hold on Wysocki’s arm and turned her toward the door.

      “Wait!” Wysocki’s heels skittered against the tile as she struggled against Bryant’s grip.

      “We don’t have anything else to discuss unless you are ready to tell me what I want to know.” Mac’s voice turned hard, cold. When Wysocki shook her head, she gave a small shrug. “Take her on, Private. If she tries to make a scene, gag her.”

      The private nodded and marched Wysocki out of the room. As he did, Patek hurried to Mac’s side. He shushed her when she tried to assure him she was all right. Instead, he did the one thing she didn’t expect. He lifted her legs onto the bed and gently helped her lie back. Then ordered everyone except the nurse out of the room.

      “I need—”

      “You need to lie back, Mac, and let me work,” he said firmly. “Then I’ll decide if you can see the others or if I’m going to sedate you so you get some rest.”

      “I promise to do as you say in a minute.”

      Patek looked like he might object. Then he sighed and nodded.

      “Jael, get the location of her kids, safe words, anything that might help us there. Marie, call Pat and tell her she and Tanaka are needed here ASAP. Then contact Culver and update him. Tell him I’ll give him my report as soon as Dr. Patek here has finished checking me out.”

      Patek’s eyes narrowed as he caught the double-meaning of her comment. “Mackenzie,” he drawled in disapproval.

      “We’ll discuss it in private.” Her expression dared him to contradict her.

      “We’ll see.”

      Mac’s lips thinned but she didn’t argue. Now that the immediate danger was over, every ache and pain seemed to amplify. Damn Wysocki! If she caused Patek to tell Mac she had to remain in the hospital one minute longer than she wanted, she’d scream. If it caused those she cared for to be hurt, or worse, she’d kill the woman.

      Easy, Mackenzie. She didn’t hurt us too much, Cait soothed. As she did, the jaguar sent the image of her rubbing her head against Mac’s cheek. We will leave soon. I promise.

      Mac sent a mental caress to her jaguar and lay back. She might as well put the time Patek used examining her to good use. There were plans to be made. Hopefully, they’d be able to close the case down before the pride meeting. Maybe that would be enough to keep her husband and grandmother from skinning her alive because of the risk she’d just taken.

      Not that she was willing to bet on it. But it was a start and it was certainly more than they had a few hours ago.
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      “Damn it to Hell and back again!”

      Pat tossed her cellphone onto the desktop and watched as it slid all too close to the edge. She didn’t care. She didn’t care if the phone fell and shattered into a million pieces. She didn’t care if the other members of the squad heard her. She simply couldn’t believe it. When was this nightmare going to end?

      She stood and crossed her office, slamming the door shut. A moment later, her fist slammed into the wall. Her lips peeled back, and she hissed in pain. The paint cracked and drywall dented. Beyond the door, all sound stopped in the bullpen. A moment later, a concerned whisper, not something she’d have heard if she was a normal, asked if they ought to check on her. Several others said no. Whatever was wrong, she’d fill them in if they needed to know.

      Well, they needed to know, at least some of them. She simply didn’t know how to break it to them. But, hearing someone else wondering if something had happened to Mac, she hissed out a breath. She needed to reassure them even if she knew the world had just gone to hell in the proverbial handbasket.

      Pat shook her hand and flexed her fingers, wincing slightly. At least nothing seemed to be broken. Still, she’d better have a good story ready for building maintenance to account for the near hole in the wall. At least it wouldn’t be the first time they’d had to repair that particular wall. She knew first-hand that Mac had tried putting her fist through it more than once.

      Mac. Damn it, why did it seem trouble always seem to find her, even when she wasn’t looking for it?

      She gave herself one more moment to gather her thoughts. Then she opened the door and stepped into the bullpen. The moment she did, all conversations stopped and all eyes turned to her. As the room stilled, it felt as if no one breathed. They waited, their expectation and worry plain to see.

      Instead of moving to the front of the bullpen, Pat stopped just outside her office.

      “Let me start by saying Mac is all right.” She paused and gave a little shrug and a half-smile. “Well, as all right as she can be after taking three bullets at close range.”

      “There’s a very big but in there, LT,” Timmons said from his desk.

      “There is.” She wished she’d taken a moment longer to figure out how best to continue. “Before we get to that, I want to cover a couple of other matters. The first is to let you know that the doctors have upgraded her condition from critical to serious. It looks like she’s going to be all right.”

      She gave them a moment to express their relief. As they did, she wished she could tell them more. But she couldn’t, not yet. Not until they closed the case. All she hoped was she didn’t lose their faith in her as their CO when they found out how she had lied to them. Not that it would change anything she’d done. She’d have told them Mac died if it meant keeping the woman safe. Fortunately, it hadn’t come to that and she prayed it wouldn’t.

      Still, all the lies and all the carefully planned security hadn’t kept it from almost blowing up in their faces.

      “As for my temper tantrum that you obviously heard, put it down to frustration because things aren’t coming together quicker than they are. That’s no dig at any of you. I know how hard you are working and I’m proud of the job each of you is doing. I just don’t want this to drag on and give the Feds any reason to do more than offer to assist us.”

      “Damn straight on that, LT,” Tanaka said.

      “And, whether we like it or not, we have other cases besides the captain’s we need to be working. Give me an update.”

      Ten minutes later, she studied the open case board and nodded. Despite all the extra time and effort being put in on the investigation into Mac’s shooting, her detectives still worked their other cases. She made suggestions and offered help where needed. Not that they needed much help. They were some of the best detectives, and uniforms, she’d had the pleasure of working with.

      “Those of you not on Tanaka’s team or not currently on duty or pursuing something hot, go home and get some rest. Have a meal, hug your loved ones. But be back here by 0730. We’ll have a briefing for all members of the squad at that time. Who knows, we might even have good news to report for a change.”

      God, she hoped so.

      “Shelly, I want you and your people in the conference room ready to brief in five.”

      Now to figure out what to tell them about everything that had been happening.

      Exactly five minutes later, Pat entered the conference room. She nodded in satisfaction to see everyone present and ready to begin. No one needed to be told to take a seat. No one from the night shift groused about staying late. Not that she expected it. These men and women were as determined to capture the bastard responsible for trying to kill Mac as she was.

      “I’m not going to keep you long,” she began as she moved to stand in front of the smart boards. “As I noted earlier, the Feds—specifically the section of Homeland Mac is liaison with—have offered to do all it can to assist us in our investigation. What I didn’t tell the others is that they have been chasing down a lead on another case and, in the process, came upon some information that may tie into our investigation. They have updated Chief Culver and have promised to share all information with us as they confirm it.” She lifted a hand to prevent any interruptions. “I don’t like it either but if it gets us closer to finding the perp, I’ll take it. Besides, Jael is now acting as liaison. She will continue in that role until the captain is back to duty. You know as well as I do that her first loyalty lies with DPD, then with Mac and then, well down the list, the Feds.”

      Heads nodded.

      “So we will take their help but we will keep the investigation in-house. But, the longer it takes us to clear the case, the more likely it is we’ll be asked to either bring them actively into it or to hand it over. So let’s close this down and fast.”

      “Have they given us anything solid?” Tanaka asked.

      “Only the offer to do anything they can to assist us.” She leaned against the wall, suddenly tired. No, exhausted. The day wasn’t close to being over and yet it felt like she hadn’t seen her bed in a month. “Shelly, I’ll leave you to hand out assignments. Make sure I have all reports, no matter how preliminary, on my desk by noon.”

      “You heard the LT.” Tanaka looked around the room. “Any questions?”

      “Anything new on the bastard who rented the van?”

      This was the tricky part. How much to tell them?

      “As with everything concerning this case, what you’re about to hear doesn’t leave this room.” She waited until everyone agreed. “What I didn’t tell the others, and haven’t told you yet, is that connection the Feds think they discovered between their case and this one is the perp who rented the van.”

      “What the fuck?” Buttkowski looked at her in disbelief. “How the hell does their investigation tie in with ours, LT?”

      “Right now, other than the guy who rented the van, it doesn’t. At least not that they’ve said. What they told Culver is they’ve had the perp under surveillance for more than a month in conjunction with a joint drug smuggling operation they are taking point on. No, I don’t have the specifics but, if they are point and DEA isn’t, my guess is they also suspect a terrorist connection. But that’s just a guess.

      “As for the perp, he’s a low-level thug, for lack of a better word. Runs errands, makes deliveries, that sort of thing. He also works for anyone who will pay him. So there’s no loyalty. When and if they manage to scoop him up, they said they will give us first chance to talk with him, as long as we don’t do anything to put their case in jeopardy.”

      “Do you trust them to do as they said?” Sears asked.

      “To a point, Jenny. But, as long as they give us a crack at the bastard, I’m willing to play along.”

      There were a few mutterings, but they quickly died down. With a nod, Pat turned the briefing over to Tanaka.

      “Care to fill me in on what you didn’t tell the rest of the team, LT?” Tanaka asked twenty minutes later as they pulled out of the parking structure.

      Pat chuckled softly. She’d had a feeling Tanaka suspected more was going on than she’d said.

      “Right now, this is a need-to-know and only you, me and Culver need to know.”

      Tanaka looked at her, eyes narrowed. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Neither did I, but you’ll understand. I do suggest, however, that you not try to beat up a wall or the SUV. You’ll lose.” She shook her still sore hand.

      “No promises, LT.”

      “Something happened an hour ago at the hospital that may wind up breaking the case wide open for us.”

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

      “Depends on how you happen to feel about the head of IAB, Shelly.” She glanced over at her companion. It didn’t surprise her to see Tanaka watching her in concern. “Earlier this morning, the captain’s family left the hospital to get some clean up and get some rest. Jael and Mrs. Duncan stayed with her. It was the only way her family agreed to leave.”

      “And?”

      “Not long after, the guard on duty let Jael know that Captain Wysocki was there and asking permission to see Mac.”

      “What?” Tanaka drew the word out, suspicion roughening her voice.

      “Exactly.” At least she didn’t have to lay it out for the woman. “It seems our captain was feeling better and decided to try something without telling us. She had Mrs. Duncan send for Wysocki.”

      “Is she out of her mind?”

      Pat chuckled. “Trust me, I’ve asked myself the same thing. Then I remembered this is Mac we’re talking about. If I’ve learned anything about her the last couple of years, it’s that she hates not being able to do something for herself. So she apparently took matters into her own hands. With Marie in the room and Jael hiding in the closet, they waited for Wysocki to show.”

      Quickly, she briefed Tanaka on what happened next. When the detective cursed long and hard, Pat said nothing. Instead, she pulled into a parking garage across from the hospital. What she didn’t expect was for Tanaka to draw her gun and check it.

      “Where is that bitch? Please don’t tell me the Feds are taking her.”

      “Before we get to that, you need to know one more thing and this has to stay between the two of us right now.”

      Tanaka put away her gun and rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m really not going to like any of this, am I?”

      “Actually, I hope it’s just the opposite.” She found a parking space and backed in. “Mac was shot three times. Four if you count the bullet her vest stopped. Her injuries are serious and it’s going to take time for her to heal and return to duty. However, she isn’t as badly injured as Culver and the powers-that-be have led us to believe.”

      For a moment, Tanaka said nothing. She simply sat there, looking at Pat in a mixture of disbelief and relief. Then she shook her head, a slight smile touching her lips.

      “Let me guess, they wanted to draw out the perp.”

      “Just the opposite, actually.” Pat turned off the engine. “They wanted to make sure the shooter didn’t try for her again. What none of us expected was that Mac would take things into her own hands or that someone else would try to kill her.”

      Tanaka leaned back, her expression hard. “That bitch Wysocki tried for the captain, didn’t she?”

      “She did and that is why we’re here.”

      “Then let’s go, LT. There are a few questions I’d like to ask Wysocki before she is moved.”

      “Trust me, Shelly, I have more than a few questions myself to put to that bitch.” And that was putting it mildly. “Let’s go see what Mac has to say.”
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      “I swear, if you don’t let me talk to her, I’ll fight my way out of here.”

      Mac tried—again—to sit up, only to be foiled by a firm hand from her nurse. If that wasn’t bad enough, Marie and Jael stood side-by-side, a united front of disapproval. They’d remained silent as Dr. Patek and the nurses re-stitched Mac’s injured shoulder before bandaging it. Then, after making sure none of her other wounds had been aggravated, Patek once again secured that arm in its immobilizer.

      “Mac, you need to rest. Whether you want to admit it or not, your body just went through a second trauma, one it wasn’t ready for,” Patek said.

      She did what any self-respecting shifter would in similar circumstances. She bared her teeth and growled deep in her throat.

      “I need to see that bitch and I need to see her now.”

      “What you need to do is listen to me.” Patek folded his arms across his chest, a mulish expression on his face. “If you don’t, I will call Jackson and tell him what happened.”

      “Go ahead. Do it.” She didn’t care what any of them said. She was going to talk to Wysocki and find out who ordered the hit on her. Nothing anyone said would dissuade her.

      “You two talk some sense into her.” Patek jerked his head toward the door and followed the nurse out.

      “I swear to God, Mac, I’ll call your grandmother if you keep acting like an idiot,” Jael said as the door closed behind the two.

      “Do it,”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      The two glared at one another, neither willing to yield.

      “Why, Captain?” Marie asked.

      Mac narrowed her eyes at her admin. By calling her by her rank, Marie forced her to think like a cop. Not like one of the pride’s alphas. Not as a member of the Tribunal. Most of all, not as a victim. And, damn it, it made her think before answering.

      “Wysocki’s scared right now. Hell, she’s terrified. She’s scared for the safety of her children. She’s scared for her parents and even for herself. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she’s not scared about the loss of her reputation. Everything she’s worked for all these years is about to go up in smoke. Everyone in DPD will know that the head IAB rat is the most corrupt rat of them all. She’s lied about her private life. She’s covered for her bastard criminal of a husband while she’s gone after good cops without a second thought. She’s been complicit in trying to kill another cop. Who knows how many other laws she’s broken over the years. That bitch never should have held a badge.” This time, neither Jael nor Marie tried to stop her when she sat up. Progress at last.

      “Keep talking,” Jael said, still not convinced.

      “She’s on a deadline. We don’t know for certain when it is, just that it’s soon.” And that was something she needed to correct. “She’s terrified whoever is behind all this will know she failed. Know that we have her in custody. That means she’s being watched or thinks she is. The fact she will do whatever it takes to protect those kids is our wedge.” Sitting on the edge of her bed, wishing she felt stronger, Mac carefully cradled her injured arm in her good one. “Jael, Marie, we need to give her an out. Give her something to hang some hope on.”

      “Would you be satisfied letting me question her if I arranged for you to listen in?” Jael asked.

      Mac shook her head. Then, seeing the flash of hurt and frustration that crossed her friend’s face, she eased off the bed. The minute her bare feet touched the floor, she braced herself. The last thing she wanted or needed was for her knees to betray her and buckle. Whether it was determination, a remnant of the adrenaline from the confrontation with Wysocki or something, else, Mac didn’t know and didn’t care. All that mattered just then was the room didn’t spin and her legs didn’t fold beneath her.

      “Jael, I trust you, both of you, with my life. But you know I’m right about this. I need to be the one to question her.”

      Jael cursed softly and then gave a curt nod. Relieved, Mac gratefully sat back down.

      “But not yet and not here,” Jael said.

      Now it was Jael who waved them to silence. As she paced up and down the length of the room, muttering to herself, Mac waited. She’d learned to recognize the signs back during her rookie year. Jael was weighing the pros and cons of the situation. All Mac could do was wait—and hope her former training officer realized she was right. Life would be much simpler if at least Jael took her side on this.

      And if Marie didn’t decide to call Jackson or Ellen and let them know what happened.

      “Lie back. Mac, please.” Marie spoke softly, concerned.

      Mac did as she said. Not only because she didn’t want to worry Marie but because the adrenaline had worn off and she felt like shit. She wouldn’t, couldn’t tell them that. The moment she did, they’d refuse to let her talk with Wysocki. Worse, they’d tell Patek she might be relapsing and that would lead to one of them telling Jackson and her grandmother, not to mention the rest of the family, what happened. Then any hope she had of finding out what was going on would fly out the window.

      When Jael pulled out her cellphone, Mac opened her mouth to stop her. But one look from the woman silenced any protests she might have. At least Jael didn’t leave the room. Instead, she reported to first General Flynn and then to Mateo, outlining what happened. At one point, she even gave Mac the cellphone to answer some of Flynn’s questions.

      Even after the conversations, Mac knew she faced an uphill battle. Questioning Wysocki in the hospital wasn’t going to be enough. She needed to get out of there. She needed to be on hand when they finished this. She didn’t care if it meant breaking the cover story Culver and Flynn so carefully crafted. She didn’t care if no one else understood. She had to do this for herself and for her unborn child.

      She had to find out not only why Wysocki had violated her oaths as a police officer but also who had forced her to try to commit murder.

      “Jael.” Mac ground out the woman’s name when she sent for Patek. “You heard them. They agreed with me.”

      Well, not exactly, but they agreed it was hopeless to try to fight her on this. In her book, that was pretty much the same thing.

      “Shut it, kid.” The look Jael sent her was all mother dealing with recalcitrant teen. “They also said it depended on what your doctor said. So we’re going to ask him. Keep fighting me on this and I swear to God I’ll call your grandmother and ask her to step in.”

      Knowing better than to argue, Mac lay back and closed her eyes. As seconds turned to minutes, her frustration grew. Didn’t they understand the clock was ticking? Wysocki’s panic couldn’t be faked. It went beyond being caught in the act of trying to kill a fellow cop. Mac worried that if they didn’t move soon, they risked costing those kids their lives. Mac wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to them.

      “What’s wrong?” Patek asked as he entered the room after what seemed an eternity.

      “We’re having a bit of a disagreement here, Doc,” Jael said.

      Mac snorted. Jael could be the master of the understatement when she wanted to be.

      Patek looked from Jael to Mac and back. “About?”

      “Two things, related and not. She wants to question Wysocki. That’s the first part. The second is that she doesn’t want to do it here,” Marie said before either Mac or Jael could answer.

      Patek didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. His expression said it all. His brows drew together in a frown. His lips firmed and he shook his head. The he closed his eyes and exhaled a long breath. Mac waited, praying. She needed to do this. They should know that, just as they should know she wouldn’t do anything to harm the baby she carried.

      “I’ll give provisional permission for you to talk to your prisoner here, Mackenzie. But only after I’m satisfied she can’t lay a hand on you. I’m not risking you or your baby. I also want assurances from Jael that she will end the interview the moment she thinks you’re tiring or are hurting.”

      “Done,” she said and then closed her mouth when he shook his head.

      “I’m not finished.” He pinned her with a look that warned against interrupting again. “When you are done interviewing her, you’ll return here and I’ll examine you. If I don’t like what I find, you won’t give me any grief about staying here. You will simply say ‘yes, doctor,’ and do whatever I tell you. If you can’t agree to that, then you’ll find you won’t be talking to the woman at all. I’ll simply sedate you and then tell your grandmother and your husband what happened and why.” He stood there, waiting for her answer.

      She didn’t like it. Not one bit. But what choice did she have?

      “Agreed.” Now she shook her head before the others could say anything. “I’ll even make you happy by letting Jael take me to that bitch in a wheelchair.” Not that it was much of a concession. She doubted she could walk that far without falling on her face. Damn but she hated feeling so weak.

      “Agreed, but no street clothes,” Patek said. “What you’re wearing and a robe.”

      She nodded. Even though part of her rebelled at the prohibition, the cop in her accepted it. By looking the part of the invalid, she posed less of a threat to Wysocki. That might be enough to loosen her tongue. At least Mac hoped so.

      “I mean it, Mac. Your feet aren’t to touch the floor except when you are moving from the bed to the wheelchair and back,” he warned.

      “Understood.”

      “Jael, I expect you to make sure your prisoner doesn’t have a chance in hell of getting close to her.” Now he pinned Jael with a firm glance.

      “I assure you, Doc, the bitch isn’t going to be able to get within feet of her. But, to ease your concerns, why don’t you come with me? If you aren’t satisfied with the precautions taken, you can let me know.”

      “All right.”

      Mac lay back and did her best to relax as Jael and Patek left the room.

      Finally, almost an hour after Wysocki jabbed the needle into the IV port, Jael wheeled Mac down the corridor. But not before both she and Marie had a few choice words with the pride’s female alpha about how they would not let her do anything foolish. Mac promised to be good. She even meant it, at least up to a point. Now, as Marie held open the door to the room where Wysocki waited, Mac’s pulse sped up and her jaguar growled. The hunt was on and she planned to bring down her prey, figuratively if not literally.

      Jael pushed Mac’s wheelchair inside the room. As she did, Mac looked around. Sgt. Lee stood next to the door. Across the room, Wysocki sat on the floor, her back to the wall. Hands cuffed behind her back, ankles bound, her forehead rested against her upraised knees. When she looked up, fear and despair looked out of red and swollen eyes.

      Mac allowed herself a to feel a moment of pity for the woman. How far she had fallen. An hour ago, she’d been a cop, brass. Now she was nothing more than a common perp, waiting to be transported. The only question was transported to where? That depended on how she answered Mac’s questions.

      “Has she said anything?” Mac asked Sgt. Lee, glancing over her shoulder to where he stood.

      “Not really, ma’am. Tried to convince me to let her go.” The Marine gave a slight shrug.

      “Wysocki, I’m not going to waste time.” Mac turned her attention to their prisoner.

      “Bitch.” Wysocki spat at her, failing in that as badly as she’d failed in her attempt to kill Mac. “I should have known Culver was protecting you.”

      “I wish.” Mac laughed painfully. “I took three bullets thanks to your bastard of a husband. The doctors let me come because they knew it was the only way I’d rest after what you tried to do.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “After you.” When Marie laid a gentling hand on her shoulder, she nodded once. “Wysocki, I’m not going to say I understand everything you’ve done. Nor am I going to make promises we both know I can’t keep. You’re going to answer for what you tried to do. But, if you were telling the truth about your children, I want to help. But you’re going to have to talk for that to happen.”

      “I can’t,” she rasped.

      “If you told the truth, you have to. Assuming you want to save your children.” Jael’s voice dripped with disdain.

      “Sergeant, ease off,” Mac said softly. “She is right, Wysocki.”

      For a long moment, the woman said nothing. She looked from Mac to Jael, her eyes filled with hate. Then she dropped her gaze. Her shoulders slumped. Mac waited, knowing she was fighting an internal battle. She’d seen other perps fight the same sort of internal battle too many times to miss the signs.

      Wysocki didn’t look up. “I’m not saying anything more than I already have until I’m sure my kids are safe. My kids and my parents.”

      Mac sighed and shook her head. “We’ve already gone through this. That’s not how it works. I will do everything I can to protect your family, but you have to give me something.”

      She thought for a moment. Wysocki told them they’d find information on her husband’s phone or laptop. But she hadn’t said why she thought she was being watched. Maybe that was how to throw her off-balance again.

      “Let me see if I have this right so far. Your husband went back to his drug running ways and was, again, foolish enough to try to cross whoever he’s been working for. When they found out, they gave him a choice of killing me or being killed. He took what he thought would be the easy way out. Am I right so far?”

      Wysocki sneered and then nodded.

      “And you went along with him because you hate me and it was easier to kill a cop than risk your career and your freedom.” Before Wysocki could respond, Mac snapped the fingers of her right hand and continued. “Oh, and to protect your children.”

      Another nod from Wysocki.

      “But how did you know they were in danger? Have you received any direct threats against them?” She had her answer in the way Wysocki’s head jerked up and her eyes fully focused on her. “Tell me.”

      Slowly at first and then as if she couldn’t hold the words back, Wysocki told about waking to find the two men in their bedroom. The threats, being tied up and then drugged, waking the next morning to the sick knowledge everything she cared about was gone. Then finding the children sleeping in their beds, the note threatening them if she didn’t do as she was told. The subsequence calls from the man who first threatened her and the video showing her husband badly beaten. By the time she finished Mac nodded, her expression grim.

      “Sgt. Lee, take her cellphone and have your people dig into it. Make sure it hasn’t been hacked first. Let’s not get sloppy now.” She turned her attention back to Wysocki. “Where are you parked?” When the woman answered, Lee assured her he’d have a member of the squad deal with the car.

      “Your word, Santos. I’ve answered your questions. Now give me your word that you will personally vouch for my children’s safety.”

      Mac inclined her head. She didn’t care what happened to Wysocki or her bastard of a husband. But she would do everything she could to protect the children.

      “You have my word to do everything humanly possible to keep them safe.” Unfortunately, she knew that might not be possible. But she would do her best. “Now where are they?”

      Ten minutes later, Marie wheeled Mac back to her room. Jael remained behind to coordinate with both Patek and Mateo the logistics of sneaking Wysocki out of the hospital. The moment they mentioned moving her, she’d become so agitated, Patek finally sedated her. By the time she regained consciousness, she’d be secured somewhere well away from the hospital. Not only would there be no way for whoever was behind the attempt on Mac’s life to get to her, but she’d have no way to escape.

      Now all Mac had to do was figure out how to explain to her husband, not to mention her mother and grandmother, what happened and why she was breaking out of the hospital.

      But that had to wait. There was something else she needed to see to first.

      Pat and Shelly Tanaka were on their way up. She knew her former partner, her friend and the mother of her godchild, would do everything she could to convince her to stay in the hospital. As for Tanaka, God, what was she going to tell the detective about everything that happened?

      “They’re here,” Jael said from the doorway.

      As she spoke, Mac heard the sounds of two sets of footsteps approaching. She breathed slowly, deeply. She needed them to see her injured but healing. More than that, she needed them to listen to her as a cop, not as a victim.

      “Damn, Captain, I’ve seen you looking better,” Tanaka said with a hitch in her voice as she entered the room.

      “I’ve felt better, Shelly, but I’ll take this over the alternative.” She managed a smile. “And I think you can call me Mac, don’t you? You are heading the investigation into my shooting after all.”

      “Good luck with that, partner. I’ve been trying to get her to call me Pat for the last two days without success.” Pat grinned at Tanaka who ducked her head but not before Mac saw the faint blush coloring her cheeks.

      “Maybe once this is over, Captain. This case hits sort of close to home and I need the distance.”

      Since she understood, Mac nodded. “I take it you filled her in?” She looked at Pat.

      “I did, not that you or Jael have told me all that much.”

      “There isn’t that much to say. I decided, based on what little you and Jael have told me.” She gave Pat a cocky grin. “That it was time to draw out Wysocki and see what she knew. I asked Marie to call her and ask if she still wanted to see me. And, before either of you say anything, we knew it was risky. That’s why Marie stayed in the room, at least until Wysocki asked her to leave, and Jael hid in the closet. Even then, it was too damned close a call.”

      Jael’s growl, one that would do justice by Mac’s jaguar, confirmed that.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Tanaka asked.

      “The short version is, after she got Marie out of the room, Wysocki admitted she knew what her husband planned. She even got him the gun and helped him figure out the best way in and out of the neighborhood. She explained he had to do it because he’d been caught stealing from his supplier. It was kill me or be killed.”

      “She helped him instead of turning him in or warning you?” Tanaka looked like she wanted to hit something.

      “Yes.” Mac carefully shifted positions, wincing slightly in pain. Damned Wysocki. Between the blows the woman landed to Mac’s injured shoulder and the attempt to roll out of her way, Mac hurt like hell.

      “What happened then?”

      “As she talked, she pulled a syringe. Fortunately, Jael and Marie got to her before she could release its contents into the IV port.”

      “Mrs. Duncan?” Tanaka glanced across the room to where Marie sat on the sofa, her fingers flying across her laptop’s keyboard.

      “Let’s just say Marie comes prepared.” Mac grinned at her admin and winked.

      “Mac,” Pat drawled.

      “Jael got the syringe out of the IV port before whatever was in it could reach me. But that left Wysocki. What we didn’t know is Marie had stayed just outside the door. The moment she saw Jael move, so did she. She hit Wysocki with a Taser and took her down. Then, to make sure she stayed down until Jael could secure her, she hit her with a second Taser.”

      Tanaka gave an almost wicked chuckle. “I hope the bitch is still twitching.” She glanced at Marie. “I’m going to need your statement, Mrs. Duncan.”

      “I’m writing it for you right now, Detective.”

      Mac smiled and mouthed a silent thank you.

      “Did she say why, Captain?”

      “Fear.”

      Mac quickly explained what they knew so far about Wysocki’s motivation. When she mentioned the woman’s children, Tanaka cursed softly. Pat, on the other hand, looked thoughtful and Mac wondered what was on her former partner’s mind. Fearing it had to do with what they were, she held her questions. Pat would tell her soon enough.

      She hoped.

      “I need to talk to her, Cap.”

      “And you’ll get to, but after we have secured her children and parents. That’s her one demand.” Mac saw frustration flash across Tanaka’s face. She understood. But it was necessary, on so many different levels.

      “Shelly, I’m backing the captain on this,” Jael said. “Wysocki’s scared. Hell, she’s terrified. Whoever is behind this knows enough about her daily routine to have her thinking they’re watching her. So we’ve made arrangements to sneak her out of here without anyone knowing. She’ll be taken to a secure facility and held there until we get to the bottom of what’s going on.”

      “I don’t like it, Sarge.” Tanaka paced the room several times before continuing. “Captain, this is my case. You are one of those who helped train me to be the detective I am today. So you know I’m not going to agree to letting her be carted off without having the chance to question her.”

      “Shelly,” Pat warned.

      “No, partner, she’s got every right to be pissed.” Mac waited until they both relaxed. “And you should know better, Shelly. You’re going to get your chance at her but after we get her moved. The only thing I’m asking—well, technically Jael is since I’m the victim here—is that you not reveal where the secure facility is and that you keep what she says as need-to-know until we have her kids and parents secured.”

      Hopefully, by then, Mateo and his people would have found not only Caudell but the person pulling the strings.

      For a moment, Tanaka said nothing. Then she nodded. “I need full statements from the three of you.” She looked from Mac to Jael and then to Marie. “I want first crack at Wysocki.” When Mac opened her mouth to protest, she shook her head, her expression mulish. “Captain, I’m no fool. I know you’re having her taken to a DHS or related alphabet agency location, possibly military. I want access to her before they talk with her.”

      “All right, but with one caveat. No one is going to talk to her until after she’s been transported and we prove to her that we have her family safely stowed away from harm.”

      “Captain, that’s not how it works. You know that.”

      “Shelly, what’s more important? Being able to talk with Wysocki now, when she won’t cooperate, or later when she will and when she might just give us the information we need to break this case?” Jael asked.

      “If I may?” Marie set aside her laptop and joined them standing around Mac’s bed. When Pat nodded, she continued. “Detective, no one wants answers more than Captain Santos. You should know her well enough by now to understand that. But there’s another factor that has to be taken into account—the children. I saw Julia Wysocki both when she explained to Captain Santos why she was about to kill her and then when the captain Mirandized her and asked her a few questions.”

      “And?” Tanaka asked.

      “She was scared. Not for herself but for her children. She’s not going to tell you anything until she’s convinced they’re safe.”

      Tanaka blew out a breath. Then she nodded.

      “All right. But I don’t like it one bit.” She turned her attention to Jael. “Is that your take?”

      “It is.”

      “So how do we handle this?” Tanaka asked.

      “A team will be here soon to sneak us out,” Mac said. “They’re coming in as members of one of the janitorial services the hospital contracts with. We’ll be taken out in storage carts.”

      “Should you be leaving the hospital?” Tanaka looked at her in concern. “Captain—Mac, I know you said you weren’t as badly injured as we’ve been told. But it’s obvious you were badly hurt. I know you want to see this case closed but you can’t risk your recovery doing so.”

      Mac opened her mouth to protest and then closed it with a snap. Tanaka had a point. Or she would if Mac happened to be human. However, that distinction was one the detective didn’t know about and wouldn’t—ever—if Mac had her way.

      “Shelly, I’ll admit that’s part of my motivation. Another part is fear. If whoever is behind all this has the means to turn a cop against one of her own, what else can he do? I’ll rest easier if no one but a very few know where I am.”

      “Understood.”

      Mac saw she did, even if the detective didn’t fully approve.

      “Jael, why don’t you take Shelly next door and answer her questions?” She smiled at Tanaka. “Let her see the video of what happened when Wysocki got here and our initial interview with her.”

      “Thanks, Cap.” For the first time since entering the room, Tanaka seemed to relax.

      “When you’re done, head back to the station and brief the team. I leave it up to your discretion about how much to tell them,” Pat said.

      “What about you, LT?”

      “I’m going to make sure Mac gets settled and then I’m going to talk to my contacts in Narcotics to see if they know anything about Caudell that might help.”

      “Come on, Shelly.” Jael moved to the door and waited for Tanaka to join her. “I promise, you’ll understand the need for all the precautions before you leave.”

      Mac leaned back and closed her eyes as the two left her room. She sensed Marie moving to stand next to the bed. The woman’s hand was gentle as she lightly touched Mac’s forehead and then her cheek. Without opening her eyes, Mac smiled slightly. A memory of her mother checking for fever when she was young came and went. Left behind was pain, disbelief and anger.

      “Now, what didn’t you tell Tanaka?” Pat asked.

      Mac opened her eyes and sat up. As she did, she gasped softly. Pain tugged at her shoulder and side. Instantly, she felt the mental caress of her jaguar. Cait pressed against her control, urging her to take on some of the jungle cat’s strength.

      Mackenzie needs to let me help, the jaguar said.

      Mackenzie needs to shift but they won’t let me, Mac countered more than a little petulantly.

      “Mac?” Pat’s concern broke into her thoughts.

      “There’s not much I didn’t tell her and Jael will fully brief her.” She spoke without opening her eyes, suddenly exhausted. Maybe she should reconsider leaving the hospital.

      “Marie?”

      Mac heard her friend’s growing worry.

      “She’s all right, Pat,” the woman assured her. “But she needs to rest. That bitch. . .”

      Mac grinned to hear the vehemence in her admin’s voice.

      “. . .got in a couple of good hits on her injured shoulder. Patek’s had a look and had to replace some of the stitches she broke open.”

      “Damn it, Mac!” Pat didn’t say anything else. Judging from the sounds, she paced the length of the room. “Did she say anything to give us an ID on the bastard behind all this?”

      “No.” Even though she didn’t want to, Mac opened her eyes and carefully sat up some. “But she gave us consent to search her phone as well as Caudell’s phone and laptop. She said he’s foolish enough to have incrimination information on them. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Do you want me to send someone to get Caudell’s electronics?”

      “Sgt. Lee has her phone. He’s getting it to Mateo’s people to check. As for Caudell’s electronics, she says they’re at her house. We’re going to need to get someone to go in who won’t draw attention to themselves because Wysocki is convinced whoever is behind this is watching her and watching the house.”

      “How about if I send in Timmons as the exterminator or something similar?” Pat asked after thinking about it for a moment.

      Mac chuckled and then nodded. “I wondered if that reprobate managed to worm his way into the investigation.”

      “He was in the bull pen, offering to help within an hour of you being shot.”

      “Make sure he understands the need to not only get the electronics but to kill any cameras there in such a way it won’t raise suspicion if they do have the house under surveillance.”

      “Nguyen can help him there.”

      Mac nodded. Nguyen was the squad’s resident tech expert.

      “What about Wysocki’s electronics at the station?”

      “I’m handling that, Pat,” Marie said, surprising Mac. “Chief Culver gave me permission to do whatever I needed to in order to gain access. I’ve been working on it remotely to avoid calling attention to what I’m doing.”

      Mac grinned at her admin, glad the woman was on their side. Then her expression grew serious as she turned her attention back to Pat.

      “Find out what Narco can tell you about Bartholomew and Caudell. See if there are any common threads between them.” She glanced at Marie and made a decision. The woman already knew about what they were. Now she needed to see that Mac made no exceptions to the law where their kind was concerned. “Specifically, see if there is any intel they can give you that leads back to the local pack.”

      For a moment, Pat stared at Mac in disbelief. Then she looked almost frantically in Marie’s direction. Mac smiled and held her right hand out to Marie, motioning the woman closer.

      “Shut your mouth, partner,” she said with a grin. “Marie knows about us. Your husband read her in and General Flynn vouches for her.”

      “H-how long have you known?”

      “If you’re asking me how long I’ve known that she knows, Jael told me after I was shot. I’d had my suspicions before, however.”

      “If you’re asking how long I’ve known,” Marie said and Pat nodded, her expression stunned. “About six years now.”

      “You never said anything.”

      “There was no reason to.” Marie smiled and shrugged.

      “Just so you know, I’ve offered her the pride’s friendship, loyalty and protection. She’s given us the great honor of accepting.” Mac smiled and squeezed Marie’s hand in affection.

      “I’m glad, on so many levels.” Pat pulled Marie into a hug. “You’ll find the pride is like family.”

      “Pat, I need to know what you learn from your Narco contacts as soon as possible.”

      “You need to rest and heal,” the blonde countered.

      “Pat, it’s time to hunt. If they are involved, they have to be dealt with. You know that,” Mac said and waited until she nodded. “I’m going to be sprung from here shortly and will go straight to the safehouse. Marie’s coming with me. I’m trusting you and Jael, as well as the others, to finish this for me, before anyone else is hurt.”

      She wished she could be part of the final take-down. But she knew the chances of that happening fell somewhere to the south of slim to none. Jackson and her grandmother, not to mention her mother and the twins, wanted to lock her in her room where they could keep her safe. Patek had made it clear she was in not to shift yet. Besides, she really needed to talk to her grandmother about being pregnant and shifting and whether she needed to lay in a stock of diapers or kitty litter.

      Or maybe both.
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      “Thanks for meeting me, Buck.” Pat took her place opposite him in the back booth of Gina’s Café.

      “Any time, Pat.” Detective Buck Stoker nodded in appreciation as one of the waitresses poured them both mugs of coffee. “You said it was important.”

      “It is.” Now if she only knew how to convince him to tell her what he knew. “I guess I don’t have to ask if you’ve heard about what happened to Captain Santos.”

      He shook his head, anger flashing in his eyes. No cop liked it when a fellow brother or sister in blue was injured in the line of duty. Being ambushed only made it worse.

      “What we discuss here involves the investigation and is off-the-record.”

      “Understood.”

      She looked at him over the rim of her mug and saw that he did. Not that it surprised her. She’d worked with him in Narcotics before she transferred to Homicide two years ago. When she decided Stoker might have information about Caudell and his connections, she’d reached out to him. She knew the possibility of him being unavailable was high. He had the reputation of being one of the department’s most successful undercover officers. Fortunately, he had just wrapped up a major case and was glad to see her—as long as food was included.

      As she studied him, she saw the toll his latest assignment took. He was thinner than the last time they met. He no longer looking like the gym rat she knew so well. Instead, he seemed thinner, less muscular. His dark hair was longer too, although she liked it just as she liked the beard. His dark eyes looked faintly haunted and she worried something had gone wrong on the assignment. She’d seen that same look in her mirror too many times and understood. Undercover work was never easy. Doing it as a Narco made it worse.

      “You okay?” she asked after they placed their orders. “You know I’m here if you need to talk.”

      A small smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “I know, but you have enough on your plate right now. I know the brass must be breathing down your neck to solve find the bastard who shot Captain Santos.”

      She nodded. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t have time for a friend.” She reached across the table and rested her hand on his. “Buck, you’ve been there for me too many times to count. Let me return the favor.”

      “Tell you what. How about we grab a drink after you close this case down.”

      “Sounds good.” She had a feeling she’d need to unwind after this was over.

      “So what can I help you with, Pat?”

      She sat back and considered for a moment. Then she pulled out her phone and called up the images she had of both Caudell and Bartholomew.

      “Buck, have you heard anything from your sources about what happened to Mac?”

      He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “No, not that I expected to. Far as I know, the captain’s never worked Narcotics. Why?”

      “Before I answer, do you recognize either of these men?” She slid her phone across the table and watched as he looked at one and then the other image. She knew the answer before he said anything.

      “Before I answer, why are you asking?”

      “Because this one.” She tapped Caudell’s photo. “Shot the captain. The other one rented the van he used to make his escape. The Feds have him in custody on unrelated charges.”

      For a moment that seemed to stretch forever, Stoker said nothing. Then he picked up his mug and drained it. Pat had a feeling he’d have preferred whiskey and that worried her. He knew something. But what?

      “Buck, I know Caudell’s been involved with drugs for a long time. His record’s clean because he’s had someone on the inside making sure they run interference for him.” She wouldn’t tell him anything more, not unless absolutely necessary. “But he’s up to his ears in this and in the drug trade taking place in our city. I need to know what you do. I’d prefer to keep this between us, as friends, but if I have to get Culver involved, I will.”

      “You know about the fix?” He stared at her in surprise.

      “Oh yeah.” She heard the bitter anger in her voice and knew he did as well.

      He leaned back and she waited. She trusted him to tell her what he knew when he was ready.

      “And the bastard behind keeping him on the streets?”

      “Being dealt with as we speak. Again, this is need-to-know.”

      He frowned and then nodded. “He’s been on the radar for a decade or more. Even before I transferred into the division, he was active. There’s been grumbling from time to time about how he’d managed to wiggle out of charges without there ever being an explanation given to the arresting officers. Or, worse, the officer would clam up and say he couldn’t speak about it. We all knew something was rotten but we didn’t know what. At least not for sure.”

      Pat nodded.

      “But he’s never been more than small time. He has the reputation of using as much of his product as he sales.”

      “But?”

      “The last six months or so, he’s been moving up in the world. It’s been part of a change we’ve been seeing on the streets for the last year and a half or so. A lot of the players you were familiar with are either gone or in jail. There’s a new player in town, one we haven’t been successful in infiltrating yet. They’ve either refused contact with our people when we’ve tried to get in or they out us as cops and threaten to kill our families if we don’t leave them alone.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Yeah, just no proof, at least not enough to bring them in.” He waved off the waitress as she neared the table with more coffee. “Pat, these new players are bad news. They don’t hesitate to kill. In fact, I’d lay good money on them enjoying killing.”

      She tried not to react. That sounded too much like the lycans.

      “Before we get to that, let me tell you about the other one.” Stoker stared into his empty mug, moving it around the tabletop in circles as he did. “Bartholomew is low-level muscle. He hit my radar about two years ago when he started being mentioned by some of my CIs as trying to force them into working for the new players in town. I wouldn’t trust him any further than I can throw him but being part of an attempted hit on a cop is a bit much for him.”

      “At the risk of repeating myself, but?”

      “Pat, I know there’s not a chance in hell Captain Santos is dirty. You wouldn’t have been her partner and you wouldn’t be working your ass off to find the bastards who shot her if she was. But I don’t see how in the hell these SOBs could be involved.” He waved off her protests before she could voice them. “It’s just that none of this makes any sense.”

      “Tell me about it.” She considered her options for a few moments. “Buck, I’m going to pull you in to the taskforce. We need any and all information you have on these two and I need the name or names of those you feel are these new players you’ve been talking about. It could be the captain had run-ins with them before.”

      “You’ll clear it with my lieutenant?”

      “Consider it done.” She retrieved her phone and sent a quick text. “Now, who do you think Caudell and Bartholomew are working for?”

      Before answering, Stoker gave her some background. The person or persons trying to take over much of the drug trade in Dallas appeared on the scene approximately two years earlier. At first, they were minor players and operated well below the radar. Then Narcotics realized some of the players they’d been after for ages were no longer around. Some simply disappeared. Others got out of the business, something that was unheard of and Pat knew it. Only a couple of major gangs still had their hands in the “business” in Dallas, mainly those with cartel connections. Everyone else had been swallowed up by this new group. The problem was, while Narcotics managed to bust low-level pushers, they’d been unsuccessful convincing those arrested ne to roll on the higher ups. They were too scared. The threat of prison didn’t scare them as much as the ones they worked for.

      “And the person you believe responsible?”

      “Jacob Branson. He claims to be a real estate investor. Appears to have close ties to another player in the real estate business, one Connor Ferguson. The two are often together, and I suspect Ferguson is the money behind the operation while Branson is the muscle. But we don’t have enough to pull them in for questioning, much less to charge them with anything.”

      Pat swallowed hard and fought the impulse to curse long and hard. Then, seeing him watching her, she blew out a breath.

      “I know for a certainty Captain Santos has run up against both of them before. Ferguson was one of those kidnapped when I was. We’ve never understood why he was taken. Hell, we never understood why I was other than I’m a cop.” She tried shrugging it off and hoped he wouldn’t press for more. “Maybe they think she learned something in the course of her investigation into my kidnapping, or into the ambush that cost Mike and the others their lives, that put their operation in jeopardy.”

      “Did she?”

      Pat shook her head. That was one question she could answer honestly.

      “No. But I’ll get you access to the investigative files for both cases.”

      “Thanks.” He signaled the waitress for some more coffee.

      “Get me everything you have on both Branson and Ferguson. I’ll meet you back at the station and introduce you to the rest of the team. Shelly Tanaka is heading up the investigation. I’ll fill her in.”

      “Give me a couple of hours.”

      “Text me when you’re ready. I’ll meet you there.”

      He nodded and slipped out of the booth. Before she could protest, he told her he’d take care of the tab. She thanked him and watched as he walked off. As she did, she wondered what in the hell she was supposed to do now.

      Damn lycans.
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        * * *

      

      Mac sank onto the sofa in the rather barren apartment in yet another warehouse turned safehouse with a sigh of relief. She felt like she’d been shot all over again. The last few hours had taken their toll on her physically and emotionally. Worse, she knew the others realized it. Because she didn’t want them to worry, she hadn’t argued when they sent for Patek. Instead, she’d stretched out and closed her eyes, doing her best to rest until he arrived.

      “You are a damned lucky and even more stubborn woman, Mackenzie Santos Caine,” the doctor said as he closed his bag with a snap. “Are you hurting any?”

      “Some,” she admitted. “But not like what I have the last twenty-four hours or so.”

      He nodded and then sighed. “If you promise to get some rest, at least two hours sleep, you can shift. But you have to do it here. I want either your grandmother or Jackson here with you when you do, preferably both of them. And no hunting, no leaving the building. Shift, eat and rest. Understand?”

      Even though she wanted to shout with joy, she nodded sedately.

      “I want you to check her once she’s shifted, especially her injured shoulder. If there is anything that concerns you, send for the corpsman on duty and then send for me,” he told Ellen.

      “I understand.” She glanced at Mac before turning her attention back to the doctor. “I assure you she will do as you say.”

      He nodded and, after telling Mac one last time to get some rest, left the room. Mac watched as her mother walked him out. Then she lay back, her attention focused on her grandmother.

      “If I promise to wake you the moment we hear word about Wysocki’s children, will you get some rest?” She pulled a quilt from the back of the sofa and draped it over Mac’s legs.

      “Your grandmother’s right, Mac,” Elizabeth said as she returned. “You need to rest. It’s the best thing right now for you and the baby.”

      The baby. A smile touched Mac’s lips and her hand moved to her stomach. At least one thing good had happened the last few days.

      “How about we talk about the baby?”

      She knew her mother and grandmother needed to think about something besides her. It was the first time they’d really had to talk about her being pregnant. The joy on their faces told her all she needed to know. They welcomed the news of the baby just as much as she did. That was all the opening she needed to ask her questions.

      “You’re going to be such a wonderful mother, Mac.” Elizabeth smiled at her daughter as she took one of the chairs opposite the sofa. “Much better than me.”

      Mac chuckled. “With my luck, I’ll have a daughter even more headstrong than I was.”

      “I want you to promise me one thing, Mackenzie. Don’t make the same mistakes I did.”

      “Mom, you did the best you could. I doubt I could have done any better.” She might still suffer the occasional moment of resentment because her mother had not told her about her shifter heritage, but those moments came less and less frequently. “Besides, there’s not going to be much of a chance this little one.” She smiled down at her still flat belly.” Will grow up without knowing about the furry side of the family.”

      Elizabeth laughed even as her mother shook her head.

      “But I do have some questions.” She looked at her grandmother.

      “I’ll do my best to answer them,” Ellen said.

      Mac scooted up a little and wondered where to begin. Then the answer came to her. The moment Patek said she could shift, she felt her jaguar’s relief, a relief she shared. But there was that nagging worry about what shifting might do to the baby. There was so much she didn’t know about being a shapeshifter.

      “Why don’t we start with the obvious.” She tried to smile but the butterflies in her stomach were all too real. “Will shifting do anything to the baby?”

      Like maybe turn it into a kitten?

      Ellen smiled, as if knowing what she feared. “No, love. Shifting this early into the pregnancy won’t do anything to the baby. Your last trimester, you will want to avoid it if at all possible. The strain a shift puts on your body could send you into early labor.”

      That was one worry off her mind.

      She ducked her head, feeling foolish. But she had to ask.

      “Gran, is there any chance—” She couldn’t finish. All she could do was sit there and blush.

      “Mackenzie.” Ellen smiled and moved to sit on the edge of the sofa at her side. She drew her granddaughter close. “I’m sorry. This is yet another conversation we should have had before now. You can quit worrying. You will give birth to a beautiful, healthy baby boy or girl. You aren’t going to give birth to a cub or a kitten.”

      “Oh, Mac.” Elizabeth moved to kneel next to the sofa and reached for her daughter’s hand. “When this is all over, why don’t the three of us go away for a weekend? You can tell us everything we need to know, everything I should have asked when I was younger and everything we should have told Mac as she was growing up.”

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea, Mom.” Mac gave her mother’s hand a squeeze. “Gran?”

      “So do I.” She leaned over and kissed Mac’s cheek. “Now you get some rest. When you wake, you can shift. Assuming, that is, you still want to.”

      “You promise to wake me if you hear anything from Pat or the others?”

      “We do,” Elizabeth assured her. “Rest now, love, or Jackson will worry when he gets here.”

      She nodded and slid down on the sofa until she lay flat. When Elizabeth carefully helped her position a pillow under her head, she smiled in appreciation. As she did, her mother and grandmother bent, one after the other, to kiss her forehead. Feeling like a little girl being tucked in for the night, she closed her eyes. As she did, she hoped their lives returned to normal sooner rather than later.
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        * * *

      

      Jael sank to the floor, her back against the wall, cell phone in hand. She couldn’t believe it. When was the nightmare going to end?

      “All right. Thanks for letting me know.” What else could she say?

      “You don’t mean it any more than I did when I learned,” Pat said humorlessly. “Will you let the others know?”

      “Yeah.” Not that she wanted to. Elizabeth texted not long ago to let her know Patek said Mac could shift. That meant it would be even more difficult to keep her from doing anything foolish.

      “Tell her I’ll be there as soon as I can. But we need to run down a few more leads and I’m waiting to hear about Wysocki’s family.”

      “Understood. I’ll keep you informed about what’s happening here.”

      “I know I don’t have to say it, but knock her out and tie her down if that’s what it takes to keep her from doing anything stupid.”

      Unconsciously, Jael’s hand moved to where her cuffs hung from her belt. It was tempting, so very tempting. And it might come to that if Mac reacted the way she expected. Still, maybe Mac would surprise her. She did have the baby to consider, after all. Maybe that was enough to make her think twice before putting herself in danger.

      She tilted her head back and closed her eyes. Frowning, she considered what she’d been told. Then she opened her eyes and quickly scanned the documents Pat emailed her. Even knowing there was a connection to the local pack, this seemed beyond belief. But there was no doubting it, not when she looked at the files. Damn it, the pack had gone too far this time. Not just in shooting Mac but in putting the entire community at risk.

      More worrisome was the fact they didn’t know what else the pack might have been up to.

      Knowing she needed to tell Mac and the others, and not looking forward to it, she knew there was someone else she needed to speak with first. Without giving herself time to second guess herself, she dialed Mateo’s number.

      “What’s wrong? Is she all right?”

      Jael cursed silently. She should have realized he’d be worried about his cousin. Her next check-in wasn’t scheduled for another two hours. The fact she was calling ahead of time signaled trouble. Fortunately, if such a thing could be called fortunate, it wasn’t the trouble he anticipated.

      “She’s fine. But there’s something else that’s come up you need to know about.” Quickly, she related what Pat told her.

      “She’s sure about the intel?” Mateo asked.

      “She is.” She paused, thinking. Knowing the best way to proceed was to keep him focused on duty, she continued. “Sir, I know Detective Stoker. He’s one of the best in Narcotics. If he says there’s reason to suspect Ferguson and Branson of being involved in the local drug trade, there’s a damned good reason for it. It would also explain how the pack always seems to have the money and resources to keep going. It is also why they wouldn’t want Mac or anyone else looking too closely at what they’ve been doing.”

      “All right. Get me copies of everything you have. I’ll brief the general.”

      “Sending it now.” She pulled up her email client and forwarded Pat’s email to him.

      “Got it,” he said a few moments later. “I’ll see what our people can pull out. I’m also getting eyes and ears on those two ASAP. In the meantime, keep my cousin safe.”

      “I will.” She thought for a moment. “Sir, check the status of the pack as well. You know the key players beyond Ferguson and Branson. They’ve all been unusually silent since the attack on Mac.”

      “I’ll get someone on it. You tell Lee to look into it as well.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Jael, answer me this. Do you believe they are involved, either together or individually?”

      “A week ago, I’d have said neither would be this foolish. Now I’m not so sure.” And that was an understatement. “I’ll be honest, I’m not sure what to think. Ferguson seems to have changed after what Cassandra’s people did to him and the others. That’s the real turning point for when he seemed willing to actually work with the pride. It might have all been a ruse on his part, one designed to make us relax our watch on him and the rest of the pack. Or it might be that Branson and others in the pack have had enough and are making their own powerplay. You have to admit, attacking Mac is an excellent way of taking attention from what their real goal is.”

      “Thank you sooo much, Master Guns. Just what I need, another headache turned nightmare.”

      “I aim to share, sir,” she chuckled.

      “Then I will return the favor and share one of my headaches with you. Brief my cousin. Tell her everything. And them make sure she doesn’t do anything foolish.”

      Jael groaned. “You are an evil bastard—sir.”

      “I know.” He laughed. “Seriously, keep her safe, Jael. We can’t risk her or my grandmother.”

      “I know.” She’d do everything humanly possible to protect them. “Get us some reinforcements before the pride meeting tonight. I have a bad feeling that whatever is going to happen will happen then.”

      “Understood. I’ll touch base in an hour, sooner if I learn anything before then.”

      “Same here.” She stood and inhaled deeply as Mateo hung up. She wasn’t sure which of them had the most difficult job, her having to keep Mac safe or him making sure nothing happened to reveal their existence to the world-at-large.
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        * * *

      

      Mac moaned and shifted positions. As she did, a hand gently stroked her hair. Her jaguar purred and she leaned into the hand as she recognized her husband’s scent. Without opening her eyes, she reached up, her hand searching for his. She smiled as his fingers twined with hers. Then his lips brushed her cheek.

      “Shh, babe. Sleep some more,” he soothed.

      She shook her head and carefully sat up. As she did, she looked around in surprise. The last thing she remembered was dozing on the sofa. Now she lay on a bed in a room furnished as sparsely as the living room. Bed, a single bedside table and single dresser along with a straight-backed wood chair were the room’s only furnishings.

      “How long?” She carefully shifted her injured arm in its immobilizer. Then she scooted up the mattress until she sat hip-to-hip with her husband, relaxing as he slid an arm around her and held her close.

      “About an hour and a half.” He pressed his lips to her temple. “You’ve had me so scared, Mac,” he said softly.

      “Me too.” She wouldn’t lie to him. She reached up to kiss the line of his jaw. “Can you believe we’re going to have a baby?”

      “The only thing that could make me happier is if we have twins.” He wrapped his arms around her. “But you have to take care of yourself.”

      She nodded. Then she looked up at him. She would take care of herself, for the baby and so Jackson wouldn’t worry. But she wanted, she needed to shift.

      Please let him understand.

      “Jackson.”

      He sighed and tilted her face up to look at him. “I know. Your mother and grandmother told me what Patek said.” He swung his legs off the bed and stood. “You can shift but you have to do was we tell you, Mac. And you have to let me know if you start hurting worse. Promise me.”

      “I do.” Even though she wanted to shout for joy, she knew better. He still worried about her and about the strain shifting would put on her battered body. “I promise.”

      He looked down at her for a moment before helping her to her feet. She stood still as he gently loosened the immobilizer. As she eased her arm from it, she did her best not to wince. She didn’t want him worrying any more than he already was. Besides, it felt good to be able to move the arm a bit. Pain still tugged at her shoulder and the wound in her side, but it was nothing compared to what it had been the day before. Hopefully, after she shifted, it would be even better.

      Mac stood in the middle of the small bedroom as Jackson undressed her. Part of her wanted to protest. She might be injured but she could take her clothes off. Then, seeing the worry reflected in his eyes, she clamped her mouth shut. In that moment, she realized how hard it was for him to let her do this. He’d much prefer protecting her, coddling her until she fully recovered.

      “You are to stop the shift if you feel anything off about it,” he said as he carefully draped her robe across the foot of the bed.

      “Jackson, it’s going to be all right.” She cupped her right hand against his cheek. Then she stood on tiptoe and lightly kissed him. “But I need to do this. You know it.”

      He nodded, his expression tight. “Shift, love, before I change my mind.”

      She nodded and drew a deep, steadying breath. Then she reached out to her jaguar. Instantly, Cait responded, a mental caress that did nothing to hide the jungle cat’s excitement to know they were finally going to shift. Not that Mac blamed her.

      You’re going to have to help me, Cait, she said.

      Don’t be afraid, Mackenzie. This will be good for us and for the baby.

      She hoped her jaguar-self was right.

      All right, Cait, let’s do this.

      She dropped to her knees as the first flash of pain arced through her. Panting against it, she reached for the jaguar part of her. She tried to remember not to fight the pain. In this instance, pain was good.

      Hurts.

      Pain continued to ripple through her. Claws penetrated the tips of her fingers, tearing into the carpet. Every pore felt as if it was on fire. Bones twisted, broke and reformed. She threw her head back and cried out, part human-part jaguar. God, would the shift never end?

      “You are as beautiful in this form as you are in your human form,” Jackson said as he knelt next to the panting jaguar. He gently rubbed the jungle cat’s ears, smiling as she began to purr.

      Mate should shift. We could hunt.

      Not today, Cait. Today we rest and heal. Even though a hunt sounded very good, especially if the target happened to be those responsible for shooting her.

      The jaguar butted Jackson, chuffing as he fell back on his butt. He chuckled, his hands petting her sides, as Cait rubbed her head against his, scent marking him.

      Mine. Mate, she said even though Jackson wouldn’t hear her.

      Ours, Mac corrected.

      “C’mon, love. Let’s show your mother and grandmother you’re all right.” Jackson climbed to his feet.

      We are better. Mac will be able to hunt lycans now, Cait thought at her.

      The jaguar padded after Jackson. She rubbed against his leg as he opened the door. Then, seeing Elizabeth and Ellen, she crossed to them. Her purr sounded loudly in the room as the two knelt to greet her. She rolled onto her back, her eyes half-closed as Elizabeth rubbed her belly. Her purr turned into a soft warning growl as Ellen probed her right paw, arm and shoulder.

      Pain, pain, pain. But not as bad as shifting back to Mackenzie or when Mackenzie had been shot.

      “Easy, child,” Ellen soothed, her hands gentle. “Jackson?” She looked up at the man as he joined them.

      “She had no difficulty shifting. I would have stopped her.”

      Before anything more could be said, a knock sounded at the door. Cait started to roll to her feet, only to be stopped by Ellen. The woman reminded her they were safe, that no one could get inside without permission. The jaguar gave a very humanlike nod and lay still, turning her head in the direction of the door.

      “We need to talk,” Jael said as she entered the apartment.

      “Easy, Mackenzie,” Ellen soothed as the jaguar rolled over and stood.

      Cait, we need to shift, Mac thought to her jaguar-self. Something’s wrong.

      “Mac, you aren’t to shift.” Ellen spoke firmly, as if she’d heard her. “You need to stay in this form for a while. Shifting now would be too much of a strain on your system.”

      The jaguar’s lips peeled back and she snarled. She didn’t like it. She needed to take part in the conversation. But the elder had spoken and she would obey. For the moment at least.

      “What is it, Jael?” Jackson sat on the floor at the jaguar’s side and draped an arm over her, possessive and protective at the same time.

      “Pat got confirmation of what we feared. The local pack is involved and, in some ways worse, they’ve apparently been making a move the last couple of years to become major players in the local drug trade.”

      “Tell me.” Jackson spoke softly, coldly.

      The woman nodded and quickly briefed him. As she did, Mac settled in the forefront of Cait’s consciousness, listening to everything that was said. By the time Jael finished, jaguar and human knew what they had to do.

      We’re going hunting, Cait.

      Hunt lycans?

      Hunt lycans, she confirmed.

      Damn it, they should have dealt with the pack long ago.

      .
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      Pat stepped into the non-descript van and nodded when Jael and Tanaka glanced in her direction. The doors shut behind her and she angled further inside. It was cramped, filled with bodies, armed and armored, as well as technology. Tim Nguyen studied several screens, his face intent. Tanaka stood behind him, watching the screens. Jael checked her weapons and slid them into place, one by one.

      “Status?”

      “The team’s in place, LT, and waiting the order to breach,” Tanaka said. “Tim?”

      “Here’s the latest set of blueprints we’ve been able to dig up.” He pointed to one of the screens. “Single story ranch house with a basement. The basement is an addition, built not long after the house was purchased.”

      “Activity?” She studied the second monitor with several images showing.

      “We have two heat signatures from the back of the house. They’ve been in the same area for the last five minutes or so. Judging from their location on the IR, my guess is they are in the kitchen.”

      “Anything out of place?”

      “The basement is dark, as in I’m not picking up anything. No ambient heat, nothing. My guess is it’s insulated to prevent unwanted eyes and ears.”

      Pat frowned as she considered what Nguyen said. None of the explanations she came up with reassured her. That meant they needed to go in smart. Hopefully, that would be enough to keep all her cops safe.

      She’d never forgive herself if anything happened to one of her command on this raid. She’d chosen it as the safest way to keep them involved in the investigation. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      “Suggestions?”

      “Fast and as quiet as we can, LT,” Tanaka said. “We haven’t seen any indication there’s anyone else in the house but the fact we can’t tell anything about the basement worries me. I’d really prefer having more time to set up and keep the house under observation.”

      Pat understood. She’d prefer it as well. But they were working against the clock. Wysocki’s children and parents had been scooped up by Mateo’s people several hours earlier. The former IAB commander’s deadline was rapidly approaching. Not to mention the need to find Caudell and save him, assuming he still lived, before Branson and Ferguson realized their plans had been discovered. All of that paled when Pat considered the danger to the pride if they didn’t manage to put an end to the plotting before nightfall.

      “I know but we do what we have to do.”

      She didn’t sigh. Nor did she curse Wysocki, at least not out loud. If the woman had simply told them what she knew—not to mention what she suspected—sooner, they might have the cased closed by now.

      Tanaka nodded. “I have teams front and back, ready to go. There are eyes on the sides of the house, in case anyone decides to bail out a window. The neighbors on either side as well as in front and behind the house have been taken a safe distance away. We’re just waiting for your order, LT.”

      Pat thought for a minute and then nodded. “All right. Jael and I will join the team in the back. You and Murray are on the front. We’ll take our signal from you. Entry is to be made at the same time.”

      “Then armor up, LT. I’m not going to be the one who has to tell the captain something happened to you because you didn’t wear your vest.” Tanaka grinned at her, her eyes sparkling. Pat’s dislike for body armor was well-known.

      Grumbling, Pat did as Tanaka said. She smiled in appreciation as Jael helped. Then she pulled her badge on its chain out from under her shirt. It was time.

      “Give us two minutes to get into place,” Pat said softly before trotting down the street in the direction of Jacob Branson’s house.

      “You’ll stay behind me when we make entry, LT,” Jael said softly as she matched Pat stride-for-stride.

      “You’ve been talking to Mac.”

      Not that it surprised Pat. Being the crime victim didn’t keep Mac from wanting to do all she could to keep her friends, not to mention those under her command, safe.

      “Actually, the order comes from Jackson. He said to remind you Mac will kill us both if anything happens to you.” She chuckled softly when Pat glanced at her, frowning.

      “How about we go in together and make sure we wrap this up without anyone getting hurt?” Since they were on open comms, that was the closest she could get to saying what she meant—that she would do whatever it took to keep the others, including Jael, safe if those inside the house happened to be lycans.

      Jael nodded and signaled Norwood and Buttkowski that they were approaching. A few moments later, she and Pat crouched with the men at the corner of the house, of out sight of any of the windows and the back door. As they did, Tanaka’s soft voice reported she and Murray were in position.

      “Breach on my count in thirty seconds,” the detective said.

      That was their signal to move in. The four crouched and moved into position. Fortunately, the curtains in back were drawn. Better yet, they were blackout curtains, preventing those inside from seeing them. With Norwood in the lead, they prepared for Tanaka’s count. Guns drawn, pulse quickening, knowing they might be walking into a fire fight, they waited.

      “On three,” Tanaka radioed. “One—two—three.”

      “Police!”

      Norwood reared back and kicked open the door. The moment he did, Jael rushed inside. She dove to her right, her gun coming up. At the same time, the two men sitting at the kitchen table shoved to their feet. One chair skittered across the tile floor. The other fell with a clatter of sound that was lost in an explosion of gunfire. A bullet slamming into the wall where Jael’s head would have been had she not moved out of the way. Pat fired, her shot echoing in the confines of the house along with shots from Buttkowski and Jael. The shooter fell, a surprised expression on his face.

      “Hold it right there!” Jael leveled her gun at the second man.

      He took two running steps in the opposite direction. Then he pulled up short. Before he could react to the sight of four more cops in the house, Murray acted. She drew her fist back and rammed it into his face. The man’s knees buckled. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. As he crumpled to the floor, the uniformed officer shook her hand and wiggled her fingers, making sure they still worked.

      “Good jab, kid,” Jael said in approval.

      “Thanks, Sarge.”

      “Someone get him cuffed,” Tanaka ordered before calling for the coroner.

      “Sears, Norwood, Buttkowski, clear this floor,” Pat said. “Don’t take any risks.”

      They nodded and disappeared into the front of the house.

      “Murray, keep an eye on this one.” Tanaka nudged the unconscious man with the toe of her boot. “I don’t think he’ll give you any trouble.” She grinned at the young woman.

      “I’ve another hand I can use if he does.” She gave her right hand another shake before smiling in return.

      “LT, you bring up the rear. Sarge, you’re behind me,” Tanaka continued as she looked around for the basement door.

      They nodded and followed her through the narrow door next to what Pat assumed was the pantry. As they stepped through, Tanaka clicked on her flashlight. That hand braced her gun hand as she slowly made her way down the concrete steps. The others waited on the landing, watching as she swept the first room with her light.

      “Clear,” Tanaka said softly.

      A moment later overhead lights came on. For several moments, the three studied the room. Pat frowned, mentally measuring the room’s dimensions. It wasn’t nearly large enough to conform to the plans they’d seen. That meant there was more to search. But where.

      “Any thoughts?” she asked as she stood in the center of the room and looked around.

      At first glance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Storage shelves lined two walls. Tools, jars and other items neatly filled them. The washer and dryer sat along the third wall, along with a folding table. A shelf holding cleaning products ran along that wall above the appliances. But it was the far wall with its bookcase that seemed out of place. The basement appeared to be a storage and laundry room. So why keep books down there?

      Apparently, Tanaka had the same thought. The detective stood in front of the bookcase. She ran her hands carefully along its edges. Then she turned her attention to the shelves.

      “Jael, give me a hand.”

      Pat watched as the women looked for anything to indicate the bookshelf was anything but normal. Suddenly, a soft snick filled the air. A moment later, the bookshelf swung away from the wall. Behind it stood another door.

      “What have we got here?” Pat mused as she stepped forward.

      For a moment, she studied the door. Whatever lay behind it, Branson wanted kept secret. She inhaled, doubting she’d scent anything but knowing she had to try. The last thing she wanted was to walk into something they weren’t prepared for.

      “Locked?” Jael asked softly even though Pat doubted anyone inside would be able to hear.

      She lay her hand on the doorknob and carefully twisted her wrist. To her surprise, the knob turned freely. Barely daring to hope, she lifted her other hand and held up three fingers. A quick glance over her shoulder and she saw the others nod.

      One. . .

      Two. . .

      Three!

      She shoved the door open with her shoulder and rushed inside, darting to her right. The others entered behind her. Flashlights swept the room. At the same time, the almost overpowering scents of blood, sweat and things best left unsaid assailed Pat. Her cougar pushed forward into her consciousness, recognizing the scents. Before she could locate the source, light flooded the room and Pat blinked rapidly as her eyes adjusted. Her gasp as she looked around echoed that of her companions.

      “Get him down!” she ordered.

      A man hung by his wrists in the center of the room. She suspected it was Caudell. But she couldn’t be sure. His own mother probably wouldn’t be able to identify him. He’d been beaten badly. His face was bruised, bloody and swollen. Nude, his body bore the signs of torture. Long, shallow cuts marked his arms, torso and legs. Pat recognized the unmistakable signs of cigarette burns across his chest. None of the wounds appeared to be serious on their own but Pat knew from experience each had been done to inflict the most pain possible.

      “We need a medic down here!” she yelled up the stairs.

      The sounds of someone hurrying down the steps reached them, Pat swung in their direction, gun in hand. She lowered it as Norwood appeared in the doorway. He took one look at the scene and hurried to help with Caudell.

      “You need to report in, LT,” Jael said softly as she moved to Pat’s side.

      Pat nodded, forcing herself to look away from the man who’d shot Mac and who had then been tortured even worse than she had been a year and a half ago. As she did, she drew in a long, shaky breath. Then she fought back the urge to growl. The scents of four lycans lay under the almost overpowering smell of blood. Her cougar responded to it and pushed against her control. It wanted to hunt as much as she did.

      Soon, she told it. Very soon.

      She prayed it would be soon enough to prevent further injuries and, perhaps, deaths.
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        * * *

      

      Jael dropped onto a chair in the living room of the safehouse and blew out breath. Then she looked around. Elizabeth stood in the doorway to the kitchen. Jackson sat next to her. Ellen sat on the sofa, a female jaguar stretched out at her side, its head resting in her lap. The woman’s fingers gently caressed the jaguar’s ears. Then the jaguar looked at Jael and gave her a very human wink. A smile touched Jael’s lips and she inclined her head in greeting. Relief filled her to know Mac was strong enough to shift. Now to keep her at the safehouse while they finished this.

      “Have you eaten anything?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jael shook her head. “I’ll grab something later.”

      “You’ll eat now. We’d just finished.”

      With that, she disappeared into the kitchen. The sounds of her pulling out a plate and silverware soon reached them. Jael considered telling her it was all right, she wasn’t that hungry. Then her stomach growled and she decided food was what she needed, especially since the night was a long way from over.

      “Well?” Jackson asked.

      “We found Caudell.” She thanked Elizabeth as the woman reappeared and handed her a plate filled with burger, fries and fresh fruit. A moment later, Elizabeth returned with a soft drink for her. Jael nodded in appreciation and took a bite of the burger, doing her best not to moan in satisfaction as she did. “I don’t think he’s going to make it. They did worse to him than Cassandra’s bastards did to Pat and the others.”

      The jaguar lifted its head and bared its teeth, a low growl rumbling from deep in its throat.

      “My sentiments exactly.” Jael sipped her cola before continuing. “Before you ask, none of the cops were injured. There were two in the house with Caudell. One was foolish enough to try to shoot when we made entry. He was dead before he hit the floor. The other ran into Murray’s fist.” She grinned when the jaguar chuffed. “He was treated on the scene by the EMTs and is being booked as we speak.”

      She waited, looking between Jackson and Ellen. They both seemed to relax. Even though she hadn’t said the man was a normal, the fact he was being booked into jail told them. Had he been a lycan, she and Pat would have found reason to turn him over to Mateo before leaving the house.

      “And Branson?”

      “I contacted Mateo and he is trying to get a lock on that bastard’s car and cellphone. He’ll let us know when he does.”

      “Was Caudell able to tell you anything?” Elizabeth asked as she joined her mother and her daughter’s jaguar-form on the sofa.

      Jael shook her head. “He was unconscious when we reached him. It will be a miracle if he wakes.”

      Even if he did, she had no doubt he would suffer permanent damage from the beating he’d taken.

      “Does Wysocki know?” Ellen asked.

      “No.” As far as she cared, the woman could wait until Hell froze over. “But I did find enough at the scene to confirm our suspicions. The pack is going to move against the pride, most likely at the meeting tonight.”

      This time when the jaguar growled, Jael shivered. Anger burned in the jungle cat’s eyes. She watched as it gathered its muscles and started to rise. Before it could, both Ellen and Elizabeth soothed it with voices and hands. Still growling, Mac’s jaguar-form lay back down but it continued to watch Jael with Mac’s eyes and she knew the woman was very much present in the jaguar’s mind, listening to every word she said.

      “Then we need to call off the meeting,” Jackson said, his expression grim.

      Ellen shook her head and Jael had the impression the jaguar agreed with her.

      “We can’t. If we do, we’re letting the lycans know we suspect something.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Elizabeth asked.

      “We need to make our own move before they realize we’re onto them.”

      Jael didn’t like it but it was the only thing that made sense. It was also exactly what she’d recommended to Mateo when she reported to him on her way to the safehouse. At least she could tell them he agreed and was simply waiting to hear from them before acting. But there was one worry and it lay on the sofa, watching and listening.

      Mac.

      Glad as she was to see Mac strong enough to shift, she knew it presented a problem. The younger woman would insist on taking part in what happened next. Her sense of duty, not to mention her need to make sure no one else was hurt, required it. But that didn’t mean Jael wouldn’t do everything possible to keep her and her unborn child safe. Even if it meant handcuffing her to the bed and setting an armed guard on her. Of course, they’d have to be human so Mac wouldn’t be able to roll them. There were disadvantages to trying to contain an alpha when she didn’t want to be.

      “Have you briefed Mateo?” Ellen asked.

      Jael nodded. “Not only is he working to get a location for Branson, but he’s doing the same with the pack’s other major players. He said to let him know when you’re ready to make a move. He’ll have members of his squad as well as Mac’s ready to go.”

      “We need to make sure our people are safe,” Jackson said and the jaguar nodded.

      “Send word to them. Don’t tell them everything but tell them there is possible danger and they are to go to ground until further notice.” Jael thought for a moment. “Better yet, have them get together at a few central locations. There is safety in numbers and I hope the lycans aren’t stupid enough to attack in the middle of the city.”

      Not that she’d place a bet on it. She’d learned long ago the pack tended to act before considering the consequences and that made them very dangerous on so many different levels.

      “And us?” Elizabeth asked, her right hand stroking the jaguar’s flank.

      “Part of me wants to tell you to bunker down here and let the rest of us deal with the lycans.” When the jaguar turned its head in her direction, there could be no mistaking the message. She wanted to be part of it and wasn’t going to take “no” for an answer. “However, I also think it is time to make a very clear statement—and to see what we can find out in the process.”

      An almost predatory expression crossed Jackson’s face as he leaned forward, elbows on knees. “And?”

      “I think it’s time the two of us pay a visit to Ferguson.” She held up a hand to forestall any of the protests she knew would come. “Under normal circumstances, it would be Mac meeting with Branson. We all know that isn’t going to happen.” She shook her head, her eyes flashing, as the jaguar growled in protest.

      “Mac, listen before you decide to do something foolish.” Jael waited until the jaguar nodded once. “We have to keep up the ruse that Mac’s hurt badly, at least for a little while longer. We also have to keep Pat where she is, with the cops, so some of the squad don’t start looking too closely at what happened and why. God knows, it won’t take much for them to start asking about how Mac continues to survive injuries that would kill others.”

      This time, the jaguar lowered her head and covered her eyes with her paws. As she did, Jael grinned, picturing Mac hiding her face behind her hands.

      “So I’ll go with you. But we’ll have backup as well. Sgt. Lee and at least one other member of Mac’s unit will be with us. They’ll cover our six while we have a chat with Ferguson.”

      For a moment, no one spoke. Jackson looked serious as he considered what she proposed. Elizabeth’s concern was written on her expression. Jael watched Ellen, knowing she had the final word, not only as an alpha in her own right but as a member of the Tribunal.

      “Won’t going to Ferguson tip him off that we know more than we’ve been letting on?” Ellen asked.

      “It may. But we need to see if he is involved and Jackson, as alpha, will be able to tell.” The fact Jackson was a stronger alpha also meant, hopefully, he’d be able to control the lycan if Ferguson decided to try something. Of course, that’s where she came in. She’d be armed and armored and wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet in the lycan’s skull if it meant keeping Jackson safe. “While we suspect Ferguson of being involved in what’s happened, we have to be sure. I don’t see any way besides confronting him.”

      Jackson stood and paced the length of the room. No one said anything as they considered Jael’s plan. Then the jaguar slipped off the sofa and padded to where Jael sat. For a moment, it sat in front of her chair, tail wrapped around her paws. Then it stood, carefully placing its front paws on the seat cushion, and looked Jael in the eye. The message was clear. Mac, no matter what her form, planned to take part.

      “Talk to your mate. I’m not going to agree,” Jael said.

      The jaguar chuffed and leaned forward to lick her cheek. Then she turned and padded across the room to where Jackson stood. Ellen and Elizabeth followed. Knowing this was one of those times when discretion was the better part of valor, Jael stood and carried her plate into the kitchen. Maybe by the time she finished eating, they’d have reached some sort of agreement.
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        * * *

      

      “Jackson, are you sure this is what you want to do?” Jael asked as she parked the SUV. “It’s not too late to call it off.”

      Even though part of him wanted to say “no”, he didn’t. He had to do this. He had to do is as an alpha and as pride leader. He had to do it because of what happened to Mac. His wife had come too close to losing her life—again—to let this latest attack go unchallenged. He had to do it because he could have lost her and their child. Most of all, he had to do it to protect not only those who looked to the pride but everyone. If the lycans had their way, war was the only result.

      “Let’s go.”

      He opened the door and stepped out. The moment he did, Sgt. Lee appeared from the back seat. The Marine reached out and placed a hand on Jackson’s arm, stopping him. Then he scanned the parking lot and front of the building. Jackson waited, letting the man make sure they weren’t walking into a trap. Then, when Lee nodded, he moved around to the rear of the SUV and opened the hatch.

      “Ready?” he asked as he reached out and caressed the ears of his wife’s jaguar form.

      She gave a soft prrrow and rubbed her head against his hand. Then she climbed down. He watched as she stretched and then wove in and out of his legs like a house cat. He grinned and rested a hand on her shoulder, waiting until the jaguar looked up at him with his wife’s eyes.

      “No foolishness,” he warned.

      The jaguar yawned, as if bored.

      “Jael, you’re with the two of us. Sgt. Lee, you have the door.” Jackson stepped away from the SUV and paused, looking back at the two. “Keep her safe.”

      The jaguar bared her teeth and then gave a very human sigh as he simply arched one brow in her direction. Taking it for agreement, Jackson relented a little and knelt down on one knee.

      “Mac, you’re our ace in the hole right now. But I won’t risk you unnecessarily.” He stood and rested a hand inside his jacket pocket where the gun Jael had given him rested. He wouldn’t hesitate to use it to protect his wife. “Let’s go.”

      He crossed the parking lot and pushed open the door leading to Ferguson’s office. As he stepped inside, the man’s secretary leapt to her feet. Her look of outrage at his entry turned to surprise and then fear as the jaguar rushed across the office. Before she could protest, the jaguar had her pinned against the wall, teeth bared and growling in warning.

      So much for keeping Mac in the background.

      “Normal,” Jackson said as Sgt. Lee stepped forward. “Secure her and get her out of here.”

      Lee nodded. The jaguar dropped back to the ground and padded over to where Jackson stood. In one swift movement, Sgt. Lee spun the woman to face the wall. He pulled her hands behind her and secured them with flex-cuffs. By the time he turned her around, another member of the unit was there to escort her out of the building.

      Jackson checked to make sure the others were ready. Then he crossed to stand in front of the door leading to Ferguson’s private office. Warning, he lifted his right foot and kicked the door. It swung open, the doorframe splintered, on hinge barely hanging on. Not that it mattered. Jackson kicked it with enough force to embed the door knob deep inside the wall.

      Ferguson surged to his feet. Palms flat on the desktop, he threw his head back and howled in outrage. Jackson’s lips peeled back in a feral smile. He could smell the fear and outrage on the lycan. Good. The wolf knew a bigger, meaner and much deadly predator had entered his territory.

      “You trespass,” Ferguson snarled, his features blurring as his control slipped.

      Mac/Cait snarled in response from where she stood at Jackson’s side. Her mate rested a hand on her head and bared his teeth. He was in full alpha-mode and would not back down. Over the last year or so, he’d learned a great deal from both his wife and her grandmother. Now he was putting those lessons—and his anger—to good use.

      “Get out!” Ferguson bellowed, keeping the desk between them.

      “Not until you answer some questions.” Jackson signaled Jael and Sgt. Lee to take up positions on each side of the office. Ferguson wasn’t going to get away. Not if he could help it. “We have a few things to discuss. Sit!”

      Ferguson dropped onto his chair as if his legs simply gave out on him. Anger and disbelief raced across his expression. The sound of the jaguar purring in satisfaction filled the air. Jackson continued looking at the lycan alpha, waiting to see if he’d try to stand—or worse.

      “What the fuck do you want?” Ferguson asked.

      “Answers.”

      “Go to hell.”

      Ferguson’s hand fisted on the desktop and Jackson waited, eyes narrowed. The moment he saw the lycan gather his muscles to stand, he acted. He lifted his hand from the jaguar’s head, giving her the signal to move. In a split second, she went from sitting at his side to leaping on top of the desk, teeth bared at Ferguson’s throat.

      “You will answer my questions now or before the Tribunal.” Jackson kept his tone reasonable, almost personable. “First question. Did you know about the attack on my mate before it happened?”

      “No,” the lycan snarled.

      “Try again.” Jackson took a step forward. “Did you know they were going to try to kill my mate?”

      “I’m not telling you anything.”

      “Perhaps I should let my mate deal with you.” Jackson smiled as the jaguar growled menacingly. “She’s more than a bit upset at being shot in our own home. When we learned it was someone who looked to your pack, we had a choice to make. We could go to war and the Tribunal would back us. After all, the pack has been warned before about causing trouble between our peoples. Or we could try to get to the bottom of this. I chose to give you a chance. I’m not quite as hot-tempered as my mate. But, since you refuse to cooperate, I’ll happily turn you over to the Tribunal.” He glanced at Sgt. Lee.

      “Wait!” Ferguson tried, and failed, to stand as the sergeant moved in his direction. For a moment, he struggled against Jackson’s order to sit. Then he sagged back in the chair, his expression stormy. “All right. I’ll answer your damned questions.”

      One corner of Jackson’s mouth lifted in a smile. “Let’s start with what I already asked. Did you know about the attempt on my wife’s life before it happened?”

      “No.” He shook his head vigorously, as if the faster he shook it, the more believable he’d be.

      “When did you learn your people were involved?”

      “That morning, after it happened.”

      “Who took part? I want every name and where to find them.”

      “Why? So you can kill them?” Once again, Ferguson’s control slipped and his wolf danced across his features.

      “No, so our laws can be upheld. Now answer my question.” When Ferguson remained silent, Jackson signaled Sgt. Lee. “It’s obvious he’s a part of what’s happening. Secure him and then transport him to await the Tribunal’s judgment. Mackenzie, come. We have others to hunt tonight.”

      “This isn’t over, Caine!” Ferguson rasped.

      “It is for now.” Jackson turned his back on the man, knowing it showed insult. “Jael, search the office. I want to know everything he does about what happened and about what he and Branson have planned.”

      “Understood, Alpha.”

      She inclined her head, making a show of giving Jackson the respect the pride leader deserved. Any other time, he’d tell her to stop but not today. Not when both of them were making a point to the pack leader. No longer would the pride give them the benefit of the doubt. Any good will the pack built up was long gone. Now it would pay for its violations of their laws and the of the laws of the normals.
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      “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Jael asked in concern.

      Mac carefully pulled on her shirt, wincing slightly as pain in her left shoulder reminded her she still had some healing to do. But the shift back to human hadn’t hurt as badly as her shift to jaguar. She’d give almost anything to have the opportunity to shift several more times. But that was a luxury she didn’t have. Time was running out. If they didn’t figure out exactly what the lycans planned, tragedy would follow.

      “I have to be.” That didn’t exactly answer Jael’s question. Seeing her former mentor’s frown, she smiled slightly. “Jael, I’m not going to lie. I hurt and I’m tired and hungry. But the pain’s not as bad as before I shifted. You saw my wounds. They look like they’re a week or more old instead of a couple of days. The rest of it is normal after a shift.”

      3Jael nodded, not completely convinced Mac told the truth. “I know, kid, but we’ve all been so worried. The last thing any of us want is for something else to happen to you.”

      “Trust me, I don’t want anything else to happen to me.” Mac finished buttoning her shirt and moved to slip her right arm around the woman’s shoulders in a quick hug. “I don’t think I’ve said thank you for saving my life.”

      “I’m just sorry I didn’t get there a few minutes sooner.”

      Mac gave her shoulders another squeeze. As she did, she had no doubt Jael would be at least five minutes early for any appointment from now on.

      “Jael, you were there when I needed you and you did what had to be done. Remember that.” She moved to sit on the edge of the bed and bent to pull on her boots. “Did the team find anything at Ferguson’s office or home that will help us?”

      Jael nodded. Her cold smile sent shivers down Mac’s spine. She’d seen that expression on the woman’s face once before. Mac had still been a rookie cop and they’d been pulled in to assist detectives in tracking down and arresting a rapist who had been terrorizing one part of the city for months. She and Jael had been included because they’d been first on scene for three of the rapes. That night, her mentor was every bit the predator Mac turned into now when she shifted.

      “Tell me,” she said simply as she pulled on her second boot.

      “Let’s just say we found enough to reasonably conclude he knew Branson planned to use Caudell to kill you. We also found information tying him back to old man Wilkinson—may he forever rot in Hell—and Derek Reed.”

      Mac hissed, not in pain but in anger, when she heard the two men’s names. Alexander Wilkinson, like his daughter Cassandra, thought they were above the laws governing their kind. Greed and ego led to their downfall. Their deaths had been decreed by the Tribunal. Neither could be allowed to live after the magnitude of their crimes against shapeshifters, not to mention normals, were learned.

      The Tribunal also confined and punished a number of others who assisted the two in their crimes. Some met their deaths in the Circle. Others would never see the light of day again, at least not and be free to roam the Earth. Even so, they knew they hadn’t managed to ferret out all of Wilkinson’s supporters. Mac knew her grandmother had long suspected Derek Reed of complicity but there’d never been enough evidence to move against him. Now, perhaps, there was.

      “Tell me.” She climbed to her feet and carefully stretched.

      “Your grandmother’s going to lay most of it out when she questions Ferguson, but the short version is still sketchy. We found evidence of a number of phone calls and emails between the two. Reed is, as we know, smart enough not to put anything in writing to directly implicate himself. He talks about taking steps to make sure their kind are protected. Making sure the Tribunal is taken care of. That sort of thing.”

      Mac cursed under her breath. That was exactly the sort of thing she’d seen from him before. Nothing overt but, if you read between the lines, the implications were obvious. Damn it, would they finally be able to deal with this snake as well?

      “Shit.” She frowned and turned her attention back to Jael. “Did you say my grandmother was going to question Ferguson?”

      Jael nodded, her expression revealing she no more liked the idea than Mac did.

      “Where?”

      Surely, they hadn’t brought the lycan leader to the safehouse.

      “He’s being held with Wysocki.”

      Close but far enough away to keep them from knowing where Mac’s family was. Good.

      “Any word on Caudell?”

      Jael shook her head, her expression serious. “He died about an hour after Pat and her team found him. Preliminary reports detail what we suspected as well as noting several wounds that appear to have been made by a hypodermic needle. The ME suspects he was given some kind of drug cocktail but won’t know what until the tox reports come back.”

      “Does Wysocki know?”

      “She does.” Jael shook her head again, frowning. “That is one cold bitch. She didn’t react to the news. Not a gasp, not a tear, nothing. Finally, she told Pat she couldn’t mourn him. He’d been nothing but trouble. I doubt I have to tell you she’s now trying to put the blame on him for what happened is and yelling for her lawyer.”

      “Let her yell.” She reached for her phone and sent Pat a quick text, telling her they needed to keep Wysocki under wraps a little bit longer. Then she looked up. “I want to watch the interrogation.”

      “Your grandmother figured you would and override Jackson’s objections.”

      Mac did a mental victory dance. She’d been worried her grandmother would agree with Jackson, especially after seeing how much the shift back to human took out of her. Not about to give Ellen time to change her mind, she started toward the door.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Not quite yet. I’m under orders to make sure you eat before we leave. You are also to put on your Kevlar vest and weapon up. To paraphrase your grandmother, you aren’t allowed to shift again so soon, and she doesn’t want you to be easy prey.”

      Knowing better than to argue, Mac nodded. As she did, she hoped someone thought to bring her a new vest. The one she’d been wearing when Caudell shot her would have been taking into evidence. Once the case was closed, she’d get it back. If it hadn’t been too badly damaged, she’d wear it again. Obviously, it was her lucky vest. It kept her alive—well, it and the fact she was a shapeshifter. Never again would she bitch about having to wear her vest or other protective gear.

      An hour later, Mac watched the monitors as Ferguson was led into a small room barren of all furnishings except a chair bolted to the concrete floor. Directly over the chair was a single light. It shone down on the chair like a spotlight. Sgt. Lee and Cpl. Kapinsky, both members of Mac’s “DHS” special unit, forced the lycan onto the chair. They worked in silent unison to secure him in place. By the time they finished, the lycan could barely move. His feet were chained to the back legs of the chair. His arms wrenched behind the chair and cuffed. A chain ran from the cuffs to a bolt in the floor under the chair. Thick leather straps at chest, waits and across his upper thighs all but welded him to the chair. To insure he couldn’t shift, Sgt. Lee injected him with an inhibitor, one reverse engineered from the drug Cassandra’s people used to force someone to shift and then prevented them from shifting back.

      Then, as silently as they’d worked, the Lee and Kapinsky left the room. The moment they did, Ferguson began to struggle against his bonds. When he realized he couldn’t break free, he threw his head back and howled. His wolf was close to the surface but unable to take control. Mac nodded, a slight smile lifting the corners of her mouth, when she saw the moment Ferguson realized he couldn’t shift. He stilled, his eyes wide, his breathing labored. Once again, he threw his head back and howled, this time in fear. He was beaten and he knew it.

      But would it be enough to make him talk?

      “Showtime,” Jael said softly as the door to the interrogation room opened once more.

      Mac watched as her grandmother entered the room. Jackson followed. As he closed the door, Ellen moved to stand three feet from Ferguson’s chair. For a long moment, she studied, saying nothing. Then she glanced over her shoulder to Jackson and nodded. That was it. Just a nod. But the moment Jackson moved to stand behind the man, Ferguson began fighting his bonds once again, desperate to be free.

      “Stop.”

      Ellen didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. Power Mac felt through the audio feed filled the room. Instantly, Ferguson quit struggling. Sweat pricked out on her forehead. He whimpered like a scared puppy. Eyes wide, he waited, not that he could do much else.

      “Connor Ferguson, you know who I am, just as you know who my companion is,” Ellen began. “So, I won’t waste time going through the formalities. Understand that I am here in my capacity as the head of the Tribunal. Jackson is here as the local pride’s alpha. Do you understand?”

      The man nodded, refusing to meet her eyes.

      “Answer me,” Ellen ordered.

      “I understand.”

      “See, that wasn’t difficult.”

      Mac shivered at her grandmother’s tone. She recognized it and wondered if Ferguson had any idea how deep his trouble ran. When Ellen sounded oh-so-reasonable, almost apologetic, it meant she was ready to move in for the kill.

      “The Tribunal met an hour ago and they have seen and heard all evidence gathered pertaining to the attempted assassination of my granddaughter, the female alpha of the local pride and a member of the Tribunal in her own right. You have one chance to answer each of my questions fully and honestly. The Tribunal has instructed me to use whatever means necessary to find out everything you know. This is your one and only chance to cooperate.”

      It didn’t surprise Mac when the lycan tried to mitigate his role in everything that happened. Not that it lasted for long. Before Ellen could roll him, Jackson simply rested his hands on Ferguson’s shoulders. Mac watched as her husband’s fingers dug in. Jackson’s knuckles turned white and a quick flash of pain crossed his expression. But it was nothing compared to the surprise and then pain that registered on Ferguson’s face. Understanding dawned when Mac saw blood seeping through the material of Ferguson’s shirt where Jackson’s fingers rested. Jackson had called on his jaguar and the jungle cat’s claws tore through her husband’s fingers and into the lycan’s skin.

      It didn’t take long for it all to come pouring out. As Mac suspected, Ferguson was a coward at heart when faced with a bigger, badder predator and her grandmother was just that. Her questions came hard and fast, barely giving him time to think, much less answer. Part of Mac admired Ellen’s tactics as she switched between asking about Caudell and the plan to kill Mac to the lycans’ involvement in the local drug trade and then to Ferguson’s association with Derek Reed. Half an hour later, Ellen left the room, Jackson on her heels.

      Mac sat back and blew out a long breath. As she did, Jael signaled Sgt. Lee to return Ferguson to his cell.

      “Well?” Jael asked as she turned to face Mac.

      “This isn’t over, not by a long shot.”

      Damn it.

      The door swung open and her grandmother entered, her cellphone to her ear. She spoke quickly and Mac guessed she was briefing General Flynn. Waiting for her to finish her call, Mac stood and motioned for her to take her seat. Then she moved to where Jackson stood. Taking his hands in hers, she lifted them and studied his fingers, relieved to see the already healing wounds in the fingertips she expected.

      “We need to move fast, before Branson and the others make their move,” Ellen said as she ended the call. “Flynn’s making sure the other members of the Tribunal are protected. They’ll send word to the prides and pards around the country to stand ready for an attack.”

      “And Reed?” Mac asked.

      “A strike team is already on the move to take him into custody.”

      Mac nodded, even though she had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that they were already too late and Reed was in the wind.

      “Your orders?” Mac stood so her back pressed against Jackson’s chest. She pulled his arms around her waist and grasped his wrists. She needed the contact just then. It reminded her the world hadn’t gone completely insane—yet.

      “An excellent question.” Ellen rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. “Your thoughts?”

      “Other than beating that bastard to a pulp?”

      It didn’t surprise her when Cait padded to the forefront of her brain and agreed.

      “Yes. Perhaps something a bit more constructive.” Ellen smiled, understanding reflected in her eyes.

      “We need to keep the pride safe and we have to make sure the lycans don’t out us to the public.”

      “What do you think their probable targets would be?” Jackson asked.

      “The pride meeting—which has to be cancelled now. We can’t risk our people.” When Jackson nodded, she relaxed some. “The Irish Rose.” Her blood ran cold at the thought. The lycans knew the Irish pub was a favorite of the pride’s. Beyond that, John and Moira looked to the pride and were loyal to it. “Any of our homes.”

      In fact, there were simply too many possibilities.

      “I’ll warn John and Moira,” Jael said as she pulled out her cellphone.

      As she did, Mac remembered Jael’s kids were there. Worried, she hurried to her friend’s side. “We’ll make sure they’re all right,” she promised before sending a quick text to Sgt. Lee to get members of the unit to the pub immediately.

      “Gran, you’re going to need to stay here to coordinate not only between our own people but with General Flynn. I have a feeling things are going to go to Hell in a handbasket very quickly if we aren’t lucky.” Mac paced the room, thinking how best to proceed.

      “Jackson, get our people to safety. Many have saferooms in their homes now. Tell them to go there. The others are to bunker down the best they can.”

      He nodded. His fingers flew across the surface of his phone as he sent a series of texts. Mac wished there was more they could do but there wasn’t time. It would be dark in less than two hours. She felt sure that was when the lycans would attack.

      “It’s possible Branson believes the pride meeting is still happening.” If he did, he was a bigger fool than Mac thought. “So, we need to have a team there to intercept them.”

      “Mateo’s on it,” Jael told her after sending and receiving a text message.

      “Then get our unit ready. I’ll let Pat know what’s happening. Gran, you might clue in Culver as well. The last thing we need is for a bunch of cops to wander into the middle of a battle between our people and the wolves.”
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      “Mackenzie, you aren’t going.”

      Jackson stood just inside their bedroom at the safehouse. Feet spread, arms crossed, expression serious, he looked ready to do battle. That was good. Unfortunately, at least as far as Mac was concerned, he’d chosen the wrong one. This was most definitely not the time for a marriage spat.

      “Jackson, I’m not staying behind when our people, when our family, is in danger.” She didn’t raise her voice. Instead, she spoke softly, much as her grandmother did when she tried to make a point.

      “You’re still injured!’ He closed his eyes and she imagined him counting to ten before his eyes opened and he looked at her again. “Mac, I almost lost you just a couple of days ago. I can’t risk you or our baby again.”

      She opened her mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. He loved her and he worried about her. Just as she did him. But this was bigger than the two of them. There were so many lives at stake, especially if their secret got out. He needed to understand that.

      “Jackson, I’m not going to lie to you. This scares the shit out of me. For a lot of different reasons. If I could, I’d hide away until after the baby’s born. I don’t want to do anything to put it at risk.” Her right hand rested lightly on her stomach. “But I can’t hide away. I’m your mate. I’m the pride’s female alpha. I’m a cop on top of all that. I have to do whatever it takes to stop Branson and the others before they hurt anyone else.”

      He crossed the room and reached for her hands. She didn’t resist when he pulled her close enough he could rest his forehead against hers. For a long moment, they stood that way. She felt his anguish and his fear. Understanding, she slid her arms around him and rested her head against his chest for a moment. Then she stepped back and cupped his cheek with her right hand.

      “Jack, I will be careful. I want you to be as well. But we will do this together.”

      He blew out a breath and then nodded once.

      “If you promise me one thing.”

      She waited, wondering what he had in mind.

      “Mac, when you first joined the pride, Mike named you as our enforcer. When I took over as alpha, I left you in that role, even though you are an alpha in your own right. I did so because it is a role you are uniquely suited for.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets before continuing. “But this time, you and I are going to reverse our roles. No arguing. You are injured still. You carry our child. I’m asking you to help me protect our people while you protect the two of you.”

      “You aren’t leaving me behind.”

      “Much as I want to, I know you. You’d simply follow if I did.”

      She had the good grace to chuckle. He did know her.

      “So, you will come with us but you will not be in the lead. You will be behind us, coordinating our defenses and making sure nothing slips through. Agreed?”

      She didn’t like it, but it was better than the alternative.

      “Agreed.”

      “Then let’s get ready.”

      She nodded and moved to the closet. She planned for both of them to be armed and armored before stepping out of the room.
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      “Aunt Mac, they’re here!”

      Mac’s hand tightened its grip on her cellphone. She heard the fear in Chelsea’s voice. In the background came the sounds of John O’Hara telling Chelsea and her brother to go with Danny and Abbie to the basement. They were to lock themselves in and not open the door to anyone but members of the pride.

      Fear for Jael’s children, as well as her own younger siblings, filled her. Then John was on the phone, reporting the situation like the former combat veteran that he was.

      “We’ve half a dozen normals or unshifted weres approaching front and back, Mac,” he said. “The security cams picked them up. They must have parked down the street. I’ve spotted a dozen wolves. They are sticking to the shadows. Fortunately, they don’t know I’ve got infrared cams on the parking lots and side alley.”

      “Your status?” she asked as she pulled her gun and chambered a round. As she did, Jackson glanced at her from where he sat behind the steering wheel, his expression worried.

      “Moira, Nate, Zee and a couple of the others have already shifted. I’ve sent the twins and Jael’s kids, along with my youngest, down to the basement. They’ll be safe there, even if those bastards try to burn the pub down.”

      Mac’s mouth drew tight. She wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Weapons?”

      “I see rifles and handguns on those bastards. They aren’t close enough to tell more than that yet. We’ve got an arsenal here, you know that.”

      She nodded even though he couldn’t see. She did know about his arsenal. In fact, she’d helped him expand it not that long ago. Like Jael, he was one of the normals who dedicated their lives to helping the pures and keeping their secret from the public-at-large. They were as much warriors as the members of the pride were.

      “Tell your wife and the others that we’re less than five minutes out. They aren’t to leave the pub unless absolutely necessary. I don’t want them caught in the crossfire. Now get the building sealed. You’ve planned for this possibility since you bought it. Put those precautions into action now.”

      With that, she ended the call and send a text to Mateo, telling him to send reinforcements. Then she updated Pat. Much as she didn’t want to think about it, she preferred a good old-fashioned gun fight not far from downtown over the alternative. The last thing they needed was a bunch of shifters running around in their animal forms, fighting, killing and dying.

      “Mac?” Jael asked, her voice strained, from the backseat.

      “Your kids are fine. You know how good John’s security is. He picked Branson’s people up on the video feed and has locked down the pub. He sent your kids, the twins and his youngest to the basement with instructions to lock themselves in.”

      “I’ll kill those bastards if they harm any of our people,” Jael growled.

      Understanding, Mac nodded. Jackson told them to hang on as he sped around a corner. Then he gunned the engine and the SUV shot down the street in the direction of the pub.

      “There!”

      Three wolves moved slowly, stealthily down the street toward the pub. Jackson growled softly and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. The engine hummed like the well-tuned piece of equipment it was as his foot increased pressure on the accelerator. There was a thud, followed by a another as he managed to hit two of the wolves. One rolled toward the curb while the other seemed to take flight.

      Shouts sounded to Mac’s left as Jackson drove over the curb into the parking lot. He slammed on the brakes, positioning the SUV directly in front of the pub’s main entrance. The SUV hadn’t come to a complete stop before Mac and Jael poured out of the passenger side doors, Mac yelling for Jackson to follow her. Gun in hand, she used the SUV for cover as the pub door opened and John yelled for them to get inside.

      “Go!” she ordered as Jael joined her. “We’ve got this.”

      “The hell you do,” Jackson countered.

      Before he could say anything else, a howl sounded from inside the pub. John cursed as a large Irish wolfhound pushed past him, followed by two coyotes and then a second wolfhound. Mac bit back her own curses and turned her attention to the area in front of her. She couldn’t let herself be distracted now.

      Using hand signals, she ordered Jael to move to another location. They needed to maximize their coverage of the parking lot. As she did, one of the wolfhounds all but knit itself to Jael’s side. Mac smiled slightly, recognizing the shifted form of John and Moira’s eldest daughter. Moira crouched next to Mac. The message was clear. They were sticking close to the two, making sure nothing happened to them.

      The coyotes, Norwood and Zee Logan, moved swiftly and silently, bellies to the asphalt, across the parking lot. They stuck to the shadows, using the parked cars as cover. As they moved into position, Mac scanned the area, searching for a target.

      There!

      A gunshot rang out in the night. Mac ducked and smiled grimly. If they kept to this sort of fight, she’d count it as a win. But her gut told her not to bet on it. Lycans never made things easy. But she would play the hand dealt her and pray those she cared for made it out alive.

      “Moira.” She glanced down at the wolfhound. “You need to stay with Jackson. Keep him safe. The pride can’t lose another alpha.”

      The wolfhound shook its head, the message clear. Mac frowned but didn’t say anything. At least John had grabbed her husband by the collar and dragged him inside before the shooting began.

      “Then stay down and keep out of my way.”

      “Santos!” a man called from somewhere in the shadows across the street. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      She grinned and felt her jaguar’s excitement. This was it. The hunt was about to begin.

      “You’re right, Branson.” She signaled Jael to be ready. “You’re proven yet again just how inept you and your people are. You couldn’t even kill me when your shooter stood right in front of me. So save us all some time. Come out and let’s settle this once and for all.”

      She winced as Jackson’s voice came over her Bluetooth receiver, demanding to know what in the hell she thought she was doing.

      “Ah, little cat, I would but I don’t trust you. I know you’re hurt. No way would your mate let you meet me in a fair fight.”

      She laughed. She actually laughed and she made sure to do it loudly enough Branson and his people could hear.

      “As if you know anything about fighting fair.” She put as much derision as she could in her voice. “How long do you think it will be before the cops show up? Let’s do this now, when it’s just us.”

      Now he laughed, an evil sound she hoped never to hear again.

      “That will only make it more interesting. Tell me, would you be more focused on getting to me or making sure my people didn’t turn any of your precious normals?”

      Mac ignored his taunt and peeked around the edge of the SUV’s bumper. Her teeth bared to see three wolves slinking in her direction. Suddenly, the two coyotes seemed to appear out of nowhere. At the same time, Jael popped up from behind the SUV and opened fire.

      Mac used the distraction to change positions. Staying low to the ground, she raced from behind the SUV to take cover in back of Norwood’s pickup. She grimaced slightly as several bullets slammed into the truck. Norwood loved his pickup, treating it better than a lot of people treated their children. He’d never forgive the lycans for putting bullet holes in it.

      The sounds of the coyotes fighting the wolves filled the night air. A very human cry of pain followed another round of gunfire. Mac tensed and then relaxed when she realized it hadn’t been Jael. From the direction of the cry, she guessed it was one of Branson’s people. Assuming the woman was as good a shot as always, that meant Branson’s numbers were dwindling. All they had to do was hang on a little longer. Then he’d either get desperate enough to make a break for it, giving her the opportunity to go after him or Mateo would be there with reinforcements.

      Hopefully, before DPD units rolled onto the scene.

      More gunshots and a curse from Jael had Mac glancing back toward the pub. Jael shook her head, indicating she was all right. Unconvinced, Mac knew better than to question her. The last thing they needed was for Branson to order his people to focus on Jael, especially if she was badly injured. Instead, she leaned down, her mouth close to the wolfhound’s head.

      “Go to her. Protect her. I need to know she’s all right.”

      Moira licked her face once and then dropped to her belly. Mac watched as the wolfhound slowly crawled across the open space to the SUV. Once she knew the wolfhound was safe, Mac turned her attention back to the area across from the pub.

      Cait, where are they? she asked her jaguar.

      The jungle cat pushed itself forward and Mac felt the jaguar looking out of her eyes. When her mouth opened and drew in a breath, it was Cait doing it and not her. Then she lifted her head and sniffed, scenting the air. Blood, sweat, fear, anger, all were there. So was the wet dog smell mixed with rotting meat she’d come to associate with the lycans.

      Three humans and only one lycan. The others had either fled or were out of the fight through either injury or death. Good. She could handle those odds.

      “Branson!” she called, taking a quick look over the hood of Norwood’s truck. “Even with the element of surprise, you’re losing. So let’s settle this the way it should have been settled long ago. Pure vs were. You and me.”

      As she spoke, she noticed new shadows moving through the dark. She sniffed the air again and smiled. The cavalry had arrived, so to speak. Her cousin and members of his unit were there. A soft spat! was followed by the death cry of one of those with Branson.

      Mac chuckled to hear footsteps retreating. A man’s voice told Branson they hadn’t signed on for this. Mateo’s voice came over her comms, ordering his people to secure the area. Relieved, Mac leaned against the truck. Then, knowing the fight wasn’t yet over, Mac pushed to her feet. As she did, part of her hoped Branson didn’t try for a headshot.

      “You know, I’m getting tired of your lot shooting at me,” she taunted. “You keep telling us you’re the alphas. So prove it.” She put as much disdain in her voice as she could as she scanned the area, looking for Branson.

      Cait?

      Shift! her other-self screamed.

      Before Mac could react, the jaguar took control. Mac screamed in pain as the shift was forced on her. She felt on fire as pelt replaced skin. Bones broke and reformed. Muscles twisted and cramped. As she dropped to her hands and knees, a bullet cut through the air above her, where her head had been a moment earlier. Then she heard Branson’s angry cry a split-second before she scented the shift on him.

      Go! Go! Go! Mac ordered her jaguar as it fought free of her clothing.

      Mackenzie wears too much, Cait growled.

      Go, Cait. We can’t lose him!

      “Mac?”

      The jaguar turned its head toward the voice. Jael stood at the back of the truck. Her right hand pressed against her left shoulder. Blood seeped between her fingers. Pain etched deep lines from the bridge of her nose to the corners of her mouth. But her eyes looked at the jaguar in concern.

      She’s hurt! Mac said in the back of the jaguar’s mind.

      We will make the lycan pay for hurting friend, Cait thought back at her.

      The jaguar padded across the cooling pavement and stopped in front of Jael. The woman went still and then relaxed as Cait rubbed once against her leg. Then the jaguar turned and padded off across the parking lot. It paused near the edge of the deepest shadows and sniffed the air, ear tabs twitching as it searched for its prey.

      We hunt!

      Keeping to the shadows as much as it could, the jaguar moved through the streets of Dallas, tracking the lycan. Mac waited, watching, occasionally offering a suggestion on what to do when they temporarily lost the scent. The last thing they needed was for Branson to get away. If he did, the danger to the pride and those who looked to it would not be over.

      Foolish wolf, Cait chuffed as they followed the wolf into a park. Mac chuckled her agreement. She knew the park well. She played in it as a child and patrolled it when she still walked a beat. There wasn’t an inch of the park she didn’t know. She doubted Branson could say the same. All they had to do was deal with the wolf before anyone else came upon them.

      Which was unlikely this time of night since the park closed down at dusk.

      The jaguar slowed. Its paws moved soundlessly along the grass as it stalked its prey. It heard the wolf panting from nearby. Good. It was time to end this. It had been a good hunt but now it was time to act.

      Go high. Ambush the wolf, Mac said.

      The jaguar didn’t need more encouragement than that.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it, where is she?”

      “Easy, Jackson. We’ll find her,” Jael said from the backseat of the SUV. She gritted her teeth as Mateo managed to find yet another pot hole to drive over.

      “We’d better,” the man growled.

      Jael understood. When she saw Mac shift and take off after the lycan, she considered shooting the younger woman herself. At least then they’d know where she was. Now, they were driving blind until they either caught sight of the jaguar or one of the tech gurus spotted her or the lycan on traffic cam.

      “There!” Mateo pointed toward the park entrance.

      Jael looked just in time to see the unmistakable hind quarters of a jaguar disappear into the deep shadows of the trees.

      The moment Mateo parked the SUV, Jackson and Jael were out. Mateo followed, speaking quickly, softly, into his comms. Jael listened with one corner of her brain as he identified their location and requested backup. Her main focus, however, was on finding Mac and making sure nothing else happened to her. If they managed to stumble across the lycan and put him out of their misery, so much the better.

      “You need to stay here,” Jackson said as he pulled her to a stop.

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      “Jael, you’re wounded. The lycan will smell your blood and think you’re easy prey.”

      She gave a deadly grin. “Good. Let him. It gives us a chance to deal with him once and for all.”

      In fact, she was suddenly in the mood for a moonlight stroll through the park.

      Before she could suggest doing just that, the silence of the night was shattered by the cry of a jungle cat. Jackson and Mateo stilled, their heads whipping in the direction of the sound. Then they took off running as a wolf’s howl followed.

      “Damn it, Mac, if you get yourself killed, I’m going to kill you,” Jael rasped as she ran after them.

      They followed the sounds of growls and yelps deeper into the trees. Jael’s heart skipped a beat when she heard the unmistakable pain filled cry of the jaguar. Adrenaline spiked and she raced toward the sounds. She cursed the fact she didn’t have her own inner animal to call on as the men outpaced her. It didn’t matter. They might be faster and stronger, but she was smarter.

      She cut to the right, heading off the path. Ignoring the pain from her injured shoulder, she pushed through the underbrush. She and Mac had patrolled this park so many times she swore she never wanted to see it again. Now she thanked her luck for all those times she walked a beat here. She knew every shortcut, every hiding place. Hopefully, it would be enough.

      Hang on, Mac. Just a little bit longer.

      She slowed as she neared a clearing. The sounds of fighting were closer. She snugged the M4 against her left shoulder. It felt awkward there, but she knew better than to hold it against her injured shoulder. Slowly, making sure she did nothing to distract the jaguar, she inched forward. All she needed was one clean shot.

      “Down!” she yelled as the wolf leapt at the jaguar.

      The jaguar instantly crouched and leapt to one side. As it did, Jael’s finger squeezed the trigger. The wolf, already in mid-jump, cried out in pain as three bullets slammed into its side. The impact sent it spinning in the air. The jaguar was on it before it hit the ground. Jael raced forward, weapon at the ready, from one side of the opening while Jackson and Mateo appeared from the other.

      “Easy, Mac,” Jackson said as he slowly approached.

      The jaguar stood over the wolf, growling in warning. One paw, claws extended, rested on the wolf’s flank. The wolf panted shallowly. Blood welled up and pooled under it. A number of wounds caused by teeth and claws marked its body. But the fight wasn’t out of it. Not yet.

      “Don’t!” Jackson snapped when it tried to struggle out from under the jaguar’s paw. He rested a hand on the jaguar’s head, his fingers caressing its ears. “Mateo.” He didn’t look at his wife’s cousin.

      Mateo stepped up. He aimed his M1911 at the wolf’s head. A single shot sounded, echoing throughout the park. The wolf went limp beneath the jaguar’s paw. As it did, the sounds of sirens nearing filled the air.

      Damn.

      “Jael, give me your weapon,” Mateo said.

      She obeyed without question. He took it and wiped it down. Then he made sure his prints were where they should be had he been the one to fire at the wolf. Once he had, he slung it over one shoulder. “Get her out of here. None of you need to be here when the cops arrive.” As he spoke, Sgt. Lee and a couple of others appeared.

      “He’s right,” Jael said. The thought of having to try to explain why she was shot, why they had a jaguar with them and the dead wolf left her with a raging headache.

      “Mac, c’mon. You can shift in the SUV.” Jackson pointed in the direction of the parking lot. “And then we will have a discussion about how you didn’t keep your promise.”

      The jaguar ducked its head and Jael hid her smile. Yes, her friend was in trouble, well-deserved trouble as far as she was concerned.

      “Go,” Mateo hissed.

      Jackson grabbed Jael’s arm and led her after the jaguar as the jungle cat raced off. Running after it, Jael hoped this was the end of their troubles but worried it was just the first round. Well, maybe the second. After all, they’d already had to deal with Cassandra Wilkinson and then her father.

      But, for now, she was ready to have her shoulder seen to—but after she’d made sure Mac was all right.
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      Nine days. That was how long it had been since Mac last stood in her house. Now she slowly limped inside from the garage. Her mouth tightened as she moved wrong and pain shot through her injured knee. As if sensing her discomfort, Jackson’s arm slid Jackson slid an arm around her waist, supporting her both physically and emotionally. Mac knew it was foolish to be worried about coming home, but she couldn’t help it. Her last memory in the house was facing down Caudell just before he shot her. It didn’t matter that he and the others personally responsible for what happened were either dead or in custody. The memory remained.

      “Are you all right?” Jackson asked softly.

      She nodded. It was the truth, at least up to a point. The fight with Branson had not been without cost. Her injured side and shoulder had taken a beating. The lycan focused his attack on them, knowing they were her weak spots. At one point, the wolf managed to latch onto her knee. In that moment, Mac worried he’d manage to tear her leg off before she’d broken free. Shifting in the back of the SUV had done too little, at least as far as she was concerned, to heal her. Worse, Patek had taken one look at her when they reached the safehouse and told her no more shifting until he said so. She’d put too much strain on her body and he wasn’t going to let her do anything else to endanger herself or the baby.

      Now, with her family following, she moved through the kitchen into the front of the house. As she did, she said a quick prayer. Part of it was in thanks. So much could have gone wrong and almost did. Part of it, however, was a fervent hope someone had cleaned up the entry hall. She didn’t know if she’d be able to face looking at tangible proof of being shot and almost dying in her own home, the one place she thought she’d be safe.

      “Sit.” Elizabeth motioned to Mac’s favorite recliner. “I’ll get you something to drink.”

      She shook her head. She needed answers before anything else.

      “The entry hall?” Might as well start with the easiest first.

      “Don’t worry, love. Members of your squad, as well as some of the crime scene techs, came and cleaned everything up. Detective Tanaka said to tell you it was their way of saying thanks for all you’ve done for all of them over the years,” Jackson said.

      “One of your neighbors took care of the yard,” Ellen took up. “He sent a crew over to repair the front yard. Unless you know what happened, you’d never be able to tell.”

      Relieved, she leaned back. Tears of relief, of appreciation, burned her eyes. Not wanting to worry the others, she closed her eyes and tried to relax. As she did, she admitted she probably should have listened to Dr. Patek that morning. He’d told her in no uncertain terms she needed another couple of days to recover and wanted her to remain at the safehouse where they had a clinic set up. Then they’d be able to monitor her and make sure she healed as quickly as possible. But she wanted to return home. She knew the longer she put it off, the harder it would be. Her home, her haven, had been violated and, with it, her peace of mind. For the first time, she understood how those who had been victimized in their homes felt.

      “Mac?” Concern roughened Jackson’s voice. She smiled slightly as his hand stroked her hair. “Do you want me to help you upstairs?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I know it’s foolish, but it’s hard.” She opened her eyes and saw him nod in understanding.

      “You need to rest so you’ll heal, child,” Ellen said.

      “Soon.” She smiled at her mother and mouthed a silent thank you when Elizabeth handed her a glass of water. “I’d like some answers first. Let’s start with why the front lawn had to be worked on.”

      Jackson settled on the arm of the recliner, his hand capturing hers and holding it tight. Ellen and Elizabeth sat on the sofa. Mac waited, giving them the time they needed to gather their thoughts. The nine days had been harder on them in some ways than it had been on her. They’d been through so much because of the lycans, not to mention that bitch Wysocki and her husband. But it was over now. Hopefully, they’d have some peace for the next decade or two.

      “You know most of it, Mac.” Jackson lifted her hand and held her palm against his cheek. “Jael got here within a minute or two of you being shot. She decided—and I agreed—that we couldn’t wait for an ambulance. You were bleeding so damned badly.” He stood and bent, lifting her. Then he took her place and held her in his lap. When he buried his face in the crook of her neck, she felt a long shudder run through him. Then he inhaled and relaxed. “Chelsea and Brandon were with Jael. Chelsea was going to drive them to school after dropping their mother off. After seeing how badly you were hurt, Jael told Chel to get the SUV out of the garage. She said she didn’t care what happened to the yard. Chelsea was to park as close to the front porch as she could.”

      Mac winced at the thought of what the SUV would have done to the lawn and, quite possibly, her shrubs and front flower bed. “Did Diego do the repairs?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “He had a team over as soon as Detective Tanaka said he could. The twins and Jael’s kids stayed here and helped. From what they said, Mr. Santiago was right there alongside his people, making sure everything was done right.”

      “Your neighbors all pulled together to do whatever they could to help.” Ellen shook her head, a smile playing at her lips. “There’s enough food in your refrigerator and freezer to keep you for the next month or more.”

      “It’s a good neighborhood.”

      Mac grinned. It was a good neighborhood and she had a feeling it would be a safer one now. What happened to her put everyone on notice. But it was more than that. Elizabeth told her the day before that members of the pride, not to mention some under her command, were looking to move into the area. They’d been impressed with how everyone pulled together to do whatever they could to help during the investigation.

      “We need to do something special for Diego and his family, Jackson.” She glanced up at her husband.

      “For the entire block, love.” His almost silent laugh reverberated through his chest and she angled her head to look up at him. “I know Pat and Tanaka, not to mention the three of us, have told you how everyone banded together to keep the media away after the shooting.”

      She nodded.

      “It was more than just making sure the street was blocked off. They made sure everyone investigating what happened had food and drink whenever they were here. They manned the blockade with the cops, standing side-by-side with them. They turned deaf and mute around the reporters. I swear, you could almost see the media crying because no one would talk to them.” Jackson chuckled again. “But it was Mrs. Krakowski who really put them in their place.”

      Mac looked from her husband to her mother and grandmother. She couldn’t imagine what her elderly neighbor might have done. Mrs. Krakowski and her granddaughter lived three houses up the street. The day Mac moved in, the woman appeared on her doorstep, a plate of homemade cookies in hand. She welcomed Mac to the neighborhood and told her if she ever needed anything, to let her know. From the amused expressions on her companions’ faces, she had a feeling the old woman had been anything but welcoming to the media.

      “What did she do?”

      “She saw a couple of them jump her back fence and start sneaking across the yard. After sending Becca to turn on the sprinkler system, she stepped outside, broom in hand. Both learned you do not mess with a retired teacher. The reporters met the business end of the broom and got a lecture that probably still has their ears ringing. Becca recorded it and uploaded it to the internet. I’ll pull it up for you to watch after you get some rest.”

      Touched, and more than a little amused, Mac laughed softly. “It’s a great neighborhood.” She rested her cheek against Jackson’s chest. “Let’s send her and Becca some flowers and a goodie basket. We can send the same to the Santiagos.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he promised. “And let’s have everyone over for a barbeque. The neighbors, everyone who worked on the case, everyone we owe a thank you to.”

      “Good. That’s good.” She sighed. There were other questions she needed to ask but didn’t want to. “Is it over?” She looked at her grandmother sitting on the sofa next to her mother.

      She didn’t have to explain she meant more than the investigation into her shooting. They’d learned more than enough over the last few days to prove the lycans, under the direction of the Reed and a few others who had supported Cassandra Wilkinson, had decided it was time to make a move. Not only had they wanted to strike down the Tribunal, but they wanted to make their existence known to the world-at-large, discrediting the pures along the way. The question was had the Tribunal been able to act quickly enough to stop the coming of the war?

      “General Flynn sent out your cousin’s unit as well as yours to find Reed and his supporters. Most of them are in custody. A few, including Reed, are still at-large,” Ellen said.

      “Has the Tribunal decided what to do?”

      “We’ve been trying to do just that.” Ellen smiled wearily and Mac realized for the first time how tired her grandmother looked. “Unfortunately, the situation is more complicated than you know.”

      Worried, Mac glanced at her mother and then Jackson. When neither met her gaze, she cursed softly. They’d been keeping something from her. Damn it! What else had happened?

      “Tell me.” She waited, praying it wasn’t as bad as she feared.

      “Our lycans weren’t the only ones to try to cause problems, Mac,” Jackson finally said.

      “What?” She prayed she’d heard wrong.

      “The Tribunal received reports from around the country of other attacks. Most were quickly put down because of our warnings. However, there were deaths on our side and several humans were injured in the process. They are being monitored now to make sure they don’t turn,” Ellen said.

      Mac swallowed hard. The only thing keeping her from panicking was the realization their secret was still safe. Still, the danger continued and would as long as Reed and those like her remained free. Worse, it would continue as long as lycans believed they were top of the food chain.

      Before Mac could ask for more details, her grandmother’s cellphone buzzed. A moment later, so did Jackson’s. Mac slid off Jackson’s lap and took several steps away as she looked between her mate and her grandmother. A growing sense of uneasiness settled over her. Worried, she waited, knowing she wasn’t going to like what they had to say.

      “What?” she asked the moment Ellen ended the call.

      “Mother?” Elizabeth looked at Ellen in concern. “What is it?”

      “Jackson, turn on the TV,” Ellen said instead on explaining. “There’s going to be a press conference in a few minutes we need to watch.”

      Mac’s stomach did a slow roll and she swallowed hard. “Tell me.”

      Even as she said it, she wondered if she really wanted to know.

      “We told you the local pack wasn’t the only one to make a move that night, love.” Jackson blew out a breath and shook his head. “Others tried to prove their dominance over the next few days. At least half a dozen pride and pard leaders have contacted me about problems they’ve been forced to deal with.”

      “Jackson’s right.” Ellen stood and paced the length of the room. “The Tribunal has received reports from around the country of a dozen attempts by the lycans to cause trouble. My guess is we’ll hear of international incidents as well before long.”

      Mac’s mouth went dry. This was her worst nightmare come true.

      “We’ve been outed?” she asked softly.

      “Not in the way you fear.” Ellen shook her head before Mac could say anything and Mac snapped her mouth shut. “You need to trust me on this, Mackenzie. You know we’ve been planning for this very moment for years now.”

      Mackenzie not worry. We are alpha. We will survive, Cait told her.

      Mac wished she shared her jaguar’s confidence. Her neighbors, those wonderful people who’d done everything they could to help her and Jackson, what would they think? Hell, what would her fellow cops think?

      “Call Pat. Tell her she needs to get over here,” she said softly.

      “She and Jael, as well as your brother and sister are on the way,” Elizabeth told her as she put down her cellphone.

      Mac nodded and turned her attention to the television, swallowing hard as she watched first President Daniel Montford and then General Flynn appear onscreen. She listened as Montford thanked the media for attending and asked them to hold all questions until the end of the presser. Then he signaled to someone off-camera and a video began playing behind him. As it did, Mac knew her worst fears had just come true.

      “No, no, no and oh hell no.”

      Mac stared at the television, eyes wide, her head shaking from side to side. No matter what her grandmother said, this was a nightmare. Her worst fears had just come true and she could do nothing about it.

      God, please don’t let this be real.

      She leaned forward, as if closing the distance between her and the screen would show her something to prove it was a hoax. But it wasn’t. All she had to do was look at the expression on her grandmother’s face or see the tension in her husband as he sat on the arm of the recliner to know it was all too real.

      Worse, the video clip was too close to what happened less than a week ago. Except then it had been her, in her jaguar form, chasing and then fighting to protect people she cared for from the lycans. She’d had the luxury of shifting without cameras being aimed at her. The few cameras that might have caught bits and pieces of what happened had already been checked and their video seized. Good things did come from such encounters happening in the dead of night.

      But this. . .

      She shook her head again as the video was replayed. A dozen men and women approached the schoolyard. Around them, children played. A couple of teachers watched their charges, ignorant of the danger about to happen. Everything looked so normal, so happy.

      Mac narrowed her eyes as she studied the video. She saw the moment the young teacher noticed something out of the ordinary. Her head lifted and she sniffed the air. Mac recognized the movement. The young woman, and she couldn’t be more than twenty-three, scented something in the air that didn’t belong. Her green eyes narrowed, and she looked around. As she did, Mac had to give it to her. The young woman kept her calm as she visually searched for the source of danger.

      A moment later, the brunette spotted the group entering the schoolyard. Her eyes narrowed again. This time they were a predator’s eyes. Mac recognized the look. The brunette considered the schoolyard her territory and the newcomers were trespassing.

      The young woman turned and spoke to a male teacher about her age who stood at her side. Her head was turned just enough that Mac couldn’t make out what she said. But the man’s response said it all. He glanced at the group and then back to the brunette. Then he nodded before trotting in the direction of a group of playing children. As he did, the young woman turned toward the interlopers. Her hands fisted once at her side before relaxing. The she pulled all five-feet nothing of herself up and moved to stand between them and those under her care.

      The next few minutes were the things of nightmares. Half of the men and women began stripping out of their clothes before dropping to hands and knees. Weapons appeared in the hands of the others before they raced to take cover. At the same time, the male teacher, now assisted by others, hurried the children inside the school. Pausing at the door, he turned and yelled for the brunette standing between the school and the apparent attackers to run, to get inside. She simply shook her head and held her ground.

      “Keep the kids inside, keep them safe!” she yelled without taking her eyes from the newcomers. “No matter what happens to me, don’t let anyone inside.”

      Mac watched as the video switched between different camera angles. An inset window on the screen showed President Montford and General Flynn standing behind a podium bearing the presidential seal, their attention on the video of what happened. Mac didn’t know whether to scream in frustration, and more than a little fear, or feel relief they controlled the narrative, at least for the moment. Then, even though she knew what happened next, she flinched as the video’s audio was enhanced, allowing the world to not only see but hear the events that took place on that Tacoma schoolyard.

      “Step aside, little one, and we’ll let you live,” a man said as he stood in the center of the five currently in the process of shifting into their animal forms.

      “That’s not going to happen.” She sounded young, younger than Mac knew she had to be. But there was a determination in her voice Mac respected. “Leave, now.”

      “As you said, that’s not going to happen.” The lycan smiled and Mac shivered at the evil reflected in his eyes. “Go, my wolves, hunt. Enjoy yourselves.” He motioned for the humans to go with them as they raced toward the building. “I’ll deal with this foolish pure myself. She’ll make a nice toy for the pack.”

      Mac doubted she remembered how to breathe the next few minutes as she watched the scene unfold. Even as the wolves, along with their human counterparts, attempted to find entry into the school—and thank all that was holy for increased school security—the lycan and the brunette faced off. The moment the man started to shift, the young woman responded. Without hesitation, she stripped out of most of her clothes and dropped to hands and knees. She threw her head back and a cry of pain escaped. Then her features blurred.

      Her shift was quick, not as quick as some Mac had done but very quick for most of their kind. Whether the brunette had one of the stronger connections with her inner animal or if her need to protect the children spurred it, Mac didn’t know. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was she put the safety of the children ahead of everything else.

      Well, that and the fact their secret was out.

      The small bobcat the brunette shifted into stood its ground against the larger, heavier wolf. By the time help arrived, from the police and from the local pride, the fight had been brutal. Unable to get inside the school, the wolves rejoined their leader, doing their best to circle the bobcat and kill her. But, like any cat, she knew her strengths and went high. Unlike a treed cat, however, she didn’t stay there. She carefully chose her targets. Then she’d drop down on them, a whirling weapon of claws and teeth, before scrambling up another tree.

      The video stopped, focused on a bloody and battered bobcat surrounded by the bodies of four wolves, including the man who led the attack. Another two wolves lived but would later succumb of their injuries, which included bullet wounds, before the day ended. The humans who’d accompanied them, those who hadn’t fled at the first sounds of sirens, were taken into custody.

      But it was the sight of the children and teachers flooding out of the school that held Mac’s attention. They raced to where the bobcat lay in the shade of several trees, panting, bleeding. Several of the children dropped to their knees at her side. Small hands reached out and petted her, soothed her. The adults were a bit more cautious but, within a minute or two, they were easing the children aside so they could treat the shifter’s injuries. The male teacher who’d been with her kept repeating over and over again that she’d been so brave, that she was going to be all right. Another teacher, an older redhead with tears in her eyes, apologized before pressing a wadded up sweater against one of the wounds in the bobcat’s side.

      The message was clear. They weren’t afraid of her or what she was. They were thankful of all she’d been willing to sacrifice to keep them safe.

      The schoolyard faded and the cameras now focused on President Montford and General Flynn. An almost uncanny silence filled the press room. Montford glanced over his shoulder at the video screen now displaying side-by-side images of the brunette’s school ID photo and one of her shifted after the fight.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, what you’ve just witnessed is an act of bravery unlike any the public’s seen in a very long time. Gillian Edmonds risked her life to protect the children entrusted to her care. She could have taken cover inside the building. She could have hidden what she is from the world. But she chose to do what so many of her kind have for centuries: she chose to protect the innocent.

      “Yes, for centuries.” He waited for the sudden buzz of conversation to end. “While those like Ms. Edmonds have kept to the shadows, members of our government have always known about them. Shapeshifters like Ms. Edmonds have been the first to step forward and volunteer to do whatever it took to keep our nation safe. They have been our first responders, our special forces members, our police officers and more. They aren’t monsters and they aren’t superheroes. They are our teachers and our healers. They are our neighbors, our relatives.

      “And they are human. As you saw in that video, they bleed and they die. But the pures, shapeshifters like Ms. Edmonds, have never acted against our best interests. They have, as she did yesterday, put themselves in danger to protect normals, men and women without the gene that allows them to shift into an animal form. . ..”

      Mac listened, her hand in Jackson’s, as the President continued speaking. He explained the difference between lycans and pures. He outlined how the government had known about the existence of pures since before the Revolutionary War. He laid out the legal protections and recognitions in place. He urged calm. He kept returning to the image of Gillian Edmonds, still in her shifted form, battered and bloody, surrounded by grateful children and parents after the battle.

      Then Flynn took the mic. He explained how the government had been protecting not only the pures but the public-at-large. Without going into too much detail, he spoke about the special police and military units that specialized in dealing with issues involving shifters. Then he showed footage of a military mission to rescue international aid workers in Central America. The faces of the squad were carefully blurred to avoid revealing their identities, something Flynn explained as necessary since they were still active duty special forces members, but the message was clear. One member of the squad shifted into an ocelot. Another member carefully secured a camera onto the jungle cat’s collar. Then the cat trotted off into the trees, heading in the direction of their target.

      This time, instead of a fire fight, once the aid workers were located, the squad split into several different groups. One group shifted into various jungle cats, ocelots, jaguars and one cougar. They slipped into the shadows, circling to the far side of the camp. The rest of the squad readied their weapons and moved in as close to the tent where the aid workers were held as possible.

      Their signal was the sound of a jaguar’s scream. It was followed by mayhem as the cats raced into the camp, keeping well away from the actual target. They drew the kidnappers out and away, giving the humans time to complete the rescue. When a whistle sounded a few minutes later, the cats disappeared into the depths of the jungle, leaving the camp in an uproar. By the time they realized they’d lost their captives, the squad with the freed aid workers was on their way to the rendezvous point with the helicopter that would take them to safety.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I want to make this perfectly clear,” President Montford said when Flynn stepped away from the podium. “The men and women you have seen are different from us, but only because their DNA gives them the ability to change their forms. They are no danger to us.

      “Before you ask, you don’t become a pure by being bitten or exposed to their blood. Pures are born, not made. You can’t catch it. Their DNA carries a slightly different genetic coding from those of the rest of us. They are human and more.

      “They are also free men and women who have dedicated themselves over the centuries to doing whatever they can to keep our nation strong. They represent a very small percentage of our society, less than two percent. They don’t want to take over. They don’t want to cause trouble. They want to live their lives as they have before word of their existence came to light.

      “And we are going to let them. Yes, as President, I will ask some of them to go above and beyond from time to time and, like Gillian Edmonds, they will do so without thought to the personal cost. We owe them our thanks, as a country, for all they’ve done. The best way to do that is to leave them their anonymity. If they want to identify themselves, they will. But the government will not force them to, nor will we compile a register of who carries the genetic coding that allows one to become a shapeshifter.

      “However.” Now the President’s expression turned serious, his voice hard. “Those like the lycans at the school who break our laws will be brought to justice. Just as they have been from the first moment they appeared a little more than a century before. We will not allow them to endanger normals or pures.” He looked around the room, letting the cameras pick up just how serious he was.

      Mac leaned back and blew out a breath. There was more from both Montfort and Flynn but she paid little attention. Now she understood why she’d seen little of her grandmother over the last twenty-four hours. Ellen and the rest of the Tribunal had to have been working non-stop to try to contain the problem. Fortunately, Montfort happened to be one of their kind, something she hadn’t known until recently.

      Damn, but life had gotten complicated the last few years.

      “Are you all right?” Jackson asked softly.

      She nodded. Then she sat up so quickly he looked at her in concern.

      “Mac?”

      “Those sneaky bastards.” She had to give it to them. They had framed the news in such a way the public would make a subconscious identification with lycans as evil thanks to Hollywood movies.

      Jackson looked at her, his brow furrowed.

      “Jack, they made it dogs vs cats. No, they made it a cute little cat against a big, mean dog.” She laughed. “Werewolves against animals they’ve seen on TV and in zoos. The things of nightmares against the real.”

      It was brilliant, even if it meant they would have to figure out how to let the world know pures shifted into more than just the smaller—and cuter—members of the feline family. But that was something to be considered later. For now, she had other things to worry about, not the least of which was what to tell those under her command at DPD. At least she didn’t have to make that decision right away.

      At least she hoped not.

      Still, she’d learned long ago to expect the unexpected and she couldn’t help wondering what life had in store for her next. . ..

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      There comes a time when every series must come to an end. When I first wrote Nocturnal Lives, I never anticipated it turning into a multi-book series. I certainly hadn’t expected it to be six books and a novella. Mackenzie Santos has been a part of my life for a decade. Saying goodbye to her will be difficult.

      But this isn’t goodbye, not really. It is the end of the current story arc. There are more stories to be told. After all, the world now knows monsters exist. The question becomes who are the real monsters and how will the normals react to knowing their neighbors turn furry?

      So, yes, Mac and company will return in the future. When? I’m not exactly sure. However, story ideas are already coming to and we’ll see where they go.

      Until later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Request from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      It has long been said that the best form of advertising is word of mouth. That is especially true when it comes to books. Friends and family members trust reviews and suggestions for books that come from people they know.

      That word of mouth goes even further in this digital age. If you enjoyed this book, do me a favor. Spread the word. Tell people on your various social media accounts. Leave a review on Amazon. If you’re a blogger, write a post about it. All that does help. Besides, it is the one way we, as authors, know  you really enjoyed our work.

      Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm older than twenty and younger than death and that's all you'll get from me about my age. After all, it's not polite to ask a woman how old she is. I'm a mother, a daughter and was a wife. I've spent most of my life in the South and love to travel. The only problem with that is my dog always thinks I've abandoned him when I do and it takes weeks to reassure the poor thing and my cat resents the fact I came back before he could figure out a way to kill the dog and hide the body. My house is haunted - it is, really. I swear it. What else explains the table that plays music and the light that comes on by itself? - but it's mine and I love it. Okay, I'm a little strange. But that makes life interesting.
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