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      “Kellan is acting weird.”

      Okay, so it wasn’t the most graceful thing Isabella Moreno could have said to her closest group of girlfriends as they celebrated their weekly Girls’ Night In. Especially since one of them was his sister, three others worked with him in the tightest unit of first responders Remington had to offer, and the other two hung out with him after-hours on a very regular basis. But the words were the balls-out truth, and it had been bugging her for days.

      Something was wrong with her boyfriend. And despite all her usual methods to get him to air out whatever might be bothering him, Kellan was only growing more serious and secretive by the day.

      “Weird how?” Kylie asked, her dark brows tucking in concern from across the kitchen island. Not only was Kellan her brother, but there was probably a photo of the two of them in the dictionary beside the phrase thick as thieves. Her worry didn’t spill over into a full-blown pause, though, the simple gold band on her left hand glinting in the kitchen light as she dished up servings of chicken Parmesan that smelled as heavenly as they looked.

      Isabella’s taste buds didn’t so much as twitch, and wasn’t that just a sure sign that whatever was going on with Kellan was a Very Big Deal. “He’s really quiet. Serious all the time. Not moody, just…like he’s stuck inside his head. And he’s been that way all week.”

      “Have you asked him about it?” This from no-bullshit Kennedy, who walked over from the makeshift bar set up on the counter by the fridge to hand Isabella a glass of wine.

      “Yep.” Isabella was pretty much no-bullshit herself. Occupational hazard of being a detective in the city’s most elite intelligence unit, and all. “He keeps saying he’s fine, but I’ve lived with him for nearly seven months. I’m saying this from a place of love, but the man is full of shit.”

      “We haven’t gone on any really bad calls lately,” said Shae, sneaking a breadstick from the basket on the island before giving Isabella a reassuring smile. Shae and Kellan had been pulling on turnout gear and duking it out with fires together for the past two and a half years. If something at work had upset him, she’d almost certainly know.

      “He does seem okay at the fire house,” Quinn agreed. The paramedic was such a caregiver, if anyone would notice a personality glitch at Station Seventeen, it would definitely be her. If neither Shae nor Quinn had picked up on anything, then Kellan’s weirdness was limited to when he was home.

      Isabella took a long draw from her wine glass, even though she barely tasted the merlot she’d just sent down the hatch. She was glad something work-related wasn’t tangling with Kellan’s mind. Being a firefighter could be brutal, even on the most bulletproof of fortitudes. Add in Kellan’s past as an Army sniper, and his tendency to stuff down the bad things had the potential to swing to a not-healthy extreme.

      But if work was status quo, that meant whatever was bugging him was personal. Related to the person around whom he’d been decidedly standoffish lately. Who—oh, by the way—would be her.

      Shit. She was going to need more wine.

      Isabella’s squad-mate, Addison, reached out from the spot where she stood beside her at the island and squeezed her arm. “I may not exactly be a relationship authority like these lovesick fools,” she started, only to be interrupted by three groans and one very loud protest.

      “Hey! I’m not lovesick. Or a fool,” Kennedy pointed out, one pierced eyebrow disappearing beneath the heavy fringe of her black bangs to punctuate the claim. “I am completely love-free over here.”

      “Oh, I’m totally lovesick.” Shae popped a bite of the breadstick past her ear-to-ear smile and made a so good face before continuing. “I know Capelli and I have only been together for five months, but we’re pretty disgusting if you want to get down to it. That doesn’t mean I’m a dumbass though.”

      “Whoa, what’d I miss?” January asked, reclaiming her glass of wine as she re-entered the bustling kitchen from the hallway. “I swear, a girl can’t even go to the bathroom around here.”

      “Kellan’s acting weird, and apparently Shae, Kylie, and I are dumbasses because we’re getting laid,” Quinn said, matter-of-factly scooping up the plate Kylie had just filled with her latest culinary masterpiece.

      Addison’s laugh went all the way up to her dark brown eyes. “I didn’t say I wasn’t getting laid. Just that I don’t have a one-way ticket for the Love Boat.”

      “I’m not getting laid,” Kennedy lamented, and Isabella frowned. Wait, when was the last time she and Kellan…

      Oh hell, something really was bothering him.

      “I must be the mother of all dumbasses then,” Kylie mused, although her smile said she was far more amused than offended. “I went and married the guy I’m sleeping with.”

      Isabella shook her head. “You and Devon are the real deal, though. If anyone should be married, it’s you two.”

      She might not be a romantic, necessarily, but Kylie and Devon’s small, simple ceremony last month had made sense to Isabella. They’d been together for nearly a year, and they’d known from the jump that they were meant to be together. Anyone who spent more than two minutes around them could see they were perfectly suited for each other, not to mention wildly in love. It was how she and Kellan were, too. Or, at least, how she’d thought they were, until he’d started pulling away from her last week without explanation.

      Isabella’s stomach knotted, but thankfully, Addison reclaimed the conversation. “Okay, okay. I never said all that squishy soul mate stuff was a bad thing. I love a good happy ending, too. But even though I’m only an expert in the sex department”—she paused to waggle her dark blond brows, and Isabella had to laugh—“I’d guess Kellan’s just going through a temporary funk, that’s all.”

      “You guys are an amazing couple. Plus, it’s pretty obvious he thinks you hung the moon,” January said, and Quinn and Shae both agreed by way of solid nods. Even Kennedy, who as a restaurant manager/bartender had either heard or overheard every pickup line in the universe and was therefore the biggest cynic in the group, nodded, too.

      “Everyone goes through ups and downs, especially first responders.” The wine bottle clinked against the rim of Isabella’s glass as her friend topped it off with a darkly lipsticked smile. “I’ve seen enough of you guys at the Crooked Angel to know. If he says he’s okay, he’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Isabella said, the muscles in her shoulders relaxing slightly beneath her dark red T-shirt. Something might be going on with Kellan, but if it was major, he’d tell her. “I’m probably just reading into it too much.”

      Addison polished off the last of the beer in her hand and forked over a huff of irony-laced laughter. “With our jobs, it’s hard not to analyze the details all the time. I go on dating websites and all I can do is set up police profiles in my head.”

      “Okay, to be fair, some of the guys on those sites are total freaking creepers,” January pointed out, and Kennedy raised her glass of Patrón on the rocks.

      “I’ll drink to that. The last guy who messaged me on one of those sites asked if he could lick my toes like lollipops. I’m not one to judge,” she added, “but talking fetishes five minutes into a text conversation feels like a bit much. Don’t even get me started on the guys who send unsolicited dick pics.”

      Addison snickered. “I just send those guys pictures of my badge in return. It’s usually bigger.”

      The laughter from all the women in the group lightened the mood. Everyone grabbed plates of chicken Parm, breadsticks, and the obligatory salad that would make them all feel as if they’d eaten one healthy thing, continuing the boisterous conversation as they moved to the stools at the breakfast bar on the opposite side of the kitchen. Although her friends had made her feel at least a tiny bit better, Isabella lingered at the island, taking a deep breath to try and clear her head once and for all.

      “Hey,” Kylie said, and even though her voice had been far from loud, Isabella’s pulse still jumped. “You okay?”

      “Oh! Yeah, mmm hmmm. I just, um…” Well, crap. Her plate was as full as her glass. She had zero excuses here. “I’m worried about this thing with Kellan.”

      Kylie nodded, her blue gaze softening with understanding. “I know you are. But I also know my brother. He loves you.”

      “I love him, too.” God, it was the most true thing Isabella had ever said. “I just don’t like not knowing what’s going on with him, you know?”

      “Maybe you should tell him that,” Kylie offered. “I mean, I love him, but he’s not exactly a feelings-by-the-campfire kind of guy. He might just need a little nudge to talk.”

      Isabella managed a small but genuine smile. “That’s true.” Kellan did love her. If she asked him point blank what was on his mind, he’d tell her. Even if he wanted to figure it out on his own.

      She looked at her plate, guilt filling her chest. But Kylie just laughed. “Go,” she said, taking the plate from between Isabella’s fingers. “You’ll just be miserable until you do.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Kylie looked at her as if she’d lost every last one of her marbles. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll tell everyone goodbye for you.” She tilted her head at the group clustered around the breakfast bar, which was now knotted in a heated Pratt versus Evans versus Hemsworth versus Pine debate.

      “Thanks,” Isabella murmured, relief filling her chest. After quickly hugging Kylie, she slipped toward the door, keys in hand. The trip to the apartment she shared with Kellan was a short one, and ten minutes later, she was on the threshold.

      “Okay.” She pulled in a deep breath to steady her suddenly pounding heart. “Here goes nothing.”

      Isabella slid the key in the lock, calling out with her usual “it’s me” to reassure Kellan.

      From the look on his face, it barely worked. “You’re home early,” he said, his eyebrows traveling toward his dark hairline in obvious surprise as he sprang to his feet from the spot where he’d been sitting on the couch.

      “Is that okay?” Maybe he’d been counting on a little alone time, although he’d been on shift yesterday, so he’d had the place all to himself while she’d worked all day today.

      “Sure.” One shoulder rose halfway beneath his black T-shirt. “You’re just never home this early from Girls’ Night In. Didn’t you have a good time?”

      Oh God, they’d been reduced to small talk. Fuck it. “Truth? I didn’t. I was a little worried about you.”

      “Me?” Genuine surprise flashed through Kellan’s blue stare, and he took a step back on the floorboards. “Why?”

      Isabella’s breath shook slightly on her inhale. “You seem off lately. A little distant. I’m not trying to push,” she added. Ugh, she was babbling. “I just want you to know I’m here. You know, if you need to air anything out.”

      For a minute, Kellan didn’t say anything, and for the first time in ages, she couldn’t read him. How could he be right there in front of her, yet so far away at the same time?

      “I’m fine,” he finally said, following it up with a two-ton silence.

      But she knew better, just like she knew if she pushed, he’d push back. “Okay,” she replied, slipping into the space between his arms to rest her head on his shoulder. “So tell me something about you.”

      Kellan paused. From the beginning, this had been the way he’d gotten her to open up to him, by giving her a safe place to go at her own pace and say whatever she needed to say. Her pulse might be off to the races right now, her heart aching right along with it, but she could do this for him. She could let him know she’d be here when he was ready.

      Tension moved through Kellan’s body like a current, his muscles tightening beneath her touch and his breath catching audibly as he exhaled and pulled back to look at her.

      “I’m not really fine,” he said, sending shock and concern on a fast path through Isabella’s rib cage. Both must have shown on her face, because he quickly tacked on, “I’m not not fine. I mean, I’m not sick or in any bad headspace, or…oh, screw it. I can’t keep waiting.”

      Okay, she was officially lost. “Babe, just talk to me. You can’t keep waiting for what?”

      “To ask you to marry me.”
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      Of all the ways Kellan had considered proposing to Isabella—and he was pretty sure he’d contemplated every possibility in existence—the verbal landslide had not been part of the plan. But she was staring at him, those gorgeous brown eyes of hers wide at the words he’d just tossed into her lap like a hand grenade full of hi-I’m-an-idiot, and yeah. Yeah. He needed to salvage this conversation, stat.

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while now. I mean, I know we’ve only ever talked about getting married in really general terms.” Even then, the conversation had been after they’d split a bottle of champagne at Kylie and Devon’s reception last month and both agreed that, eventually, getting married was something they’d like to do. Focus, jackass. You’re proposing, here. “But, I love you. I love your dedication to your job. I love how you’re fierce, but kind at the same time. Christ, I even love your bedhead. I’m goddamn crazy about everything you do, Isabella, and I want to be crazy with you forever.”

      He realized—too late, of course—that he was still standing, and crap, he was seriously botching this. Getting down on one knee, he fumbled for the ring box, which he’d jammed into the back pocket of his jeans as soon as he’d heard her key in the door.

      “Oh God,” Isabella whispered, her eyes filling with tears. Kellan prayed that was a good sign, his untrustworthy hands shaking as he opened the box.

      This might not be how he’d planned to propose, but right now, he had to go with what he knew.

      And he knew the woman in front of him by heart.

      “I’m not fancy, and I’m not good at this romance stuff. But I promise, I’m always going to have your back, and I’m always going to love you more than anything. Isabella, will you marry me?”

      For just a breath, she didn’t answer, and oh shit, maybe he’d really blown this. But then she smiled, getting down on her knees right along with him as the tears spilled over her cheeks, and Kellan was certain his heart would jailbreak from his chest, right there on the spot.

      “Yes. Yes, yes, yes, yes,” Isabella said, letting him slide the ring on her finger before throwing her arms around him so hard, they tumbled to the floor in a mass of arms and legs and deep-down laughter. “Of course I’ll marry you! Is this why you’ve been so weird this week?”

      He balanced his weight between his forearms and knees, not willing to separate their bodies but not wanting to crush her, either. “Yeah. I’m sorry.” He capped the apology with a soft brush of his lips over hers. Damn, he hated that she’d worried, even for a second. “I didn’t mean to shut you out, but I guess I was kind of nervous.”

      “You thought I’d say no?” Her lips parted in surprise, and he stole another kiss before answering her with the truth.

      “No. At least, I was pretty sure you wouldn’t. But I wanted it to be perfect. Like you. Like us. I know it wasn’t, but…”

      Isabella cupped his face between her palms, her touch as insistent as her dark, sparkling stare. “Did you mean what you said when you asked me?”

      He didn’t think. Didn’t have to. “Yes.”

      “Then it was perfect.”

      She arched up, slanting her mouth beneath his in a slow, sexy glide. He opened readily—God damn, she turned him on like nothing else, taking control then surrendering in a give and take that could only belong to them.

      Kellan’s cock twitched in recognition of exactly how well he fit against Isabella’s lush curves and lean muscles. “You know, I’m just taking a swing in the dark here, but I’d guess it’s never too early to start practicing for our wedding night.”

      “Mmm.” She nipped at his bottom lip, sending another spike of arousal between his hips. “That does seem like sound planning.”

      In a flash, she shifted, one hand slipping into the sliver of space she’d created between them. Her fingers pressed over his cock, her touch making him moan even through the barrier of his jeans and boxer briefs.

      “Wait.” The primal part of his brain that wanted to be balls-deep between her legs sent up a nasty protest, one that Isabella echoed by way of a pouty sigh that did nothing to make him want to heed his own request.

      Still, somehow, Kellan managed to shake his head. “I screwed up proposing to you,” he started, and she cut him off with an arch of one caramel-colored brow.

      “You did no such thing.”

      He laughed. She was nothing if not fiery, and God, he loved it. “Can you throw me a bone here, sweetheart? I’m trying to be romantic. The least I can do is take you to our bed and seduce you properly now that you’ve agreed to marry my ass.”

      “Oh.” A provocative smile curved at the edges of Isabella’s mouth, and she looked up at him through the dark sweep of her lashes. “Well, I’m all for being seduced by you.” She proved it with a slow thrust of her hips that brought his cock to full attention. “But I kind of like this spot right here.”

      “You want to stay here?” Kellan asked. He was all for spontaneity, but… “We’re in the middle of our living room.”

      “Have you forgotten that the first time you ever seduced me was in this living room?”

      They’d had incendiary, adrenaline-fueled sex standing up in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, hidden by nothing but shadows and streetlights. He’d have to be dead and buried to forget that. “No. And for the record, you seduced me that first time. That dress was a fucking menace.”

      Isabella laughed, a throaty sound that he felt like a touch. “You may be right. But I love that memory of how we started, so please. Can we stay right here?”

      “Yes,” Kellan said, loving the way her pupils flared at both his answer and the way he returned the favor of her thrust. But rather than leaning in to kiss her, or even reaching in to slide off either of their clothes, he pushed up from the floor to find his feet.

      “That’s not quite what I had in mind.” Isabella’s voice was all sass, but he shook his head.

      “Patience. I promise, this will be worth it.”

      With quick motions, he dimmed the overhead lights until they were at their lowest setting, glowing like candlelight. Despite the fact that it was the end of May, he flipped the switch for the gas fireplace, the flames dancing to life with a soft whoosh. The golden light played on Isabella’s features, making her hair glint and her eyes shimmer as she turned to one side to watch him. The ring—which he’d known was perfect for her the second he’d seen it even though the words “emerald cut solitaire” and “platinum band with tapered setting” had never been in his wheelhouse—threw off glimmers and sparks, and he grabbed the thick, oversized throw blanket from the back of the chair beside the couch as he returned to the spot where Isabella lay stretched out on the plush throw rug.

      He unfurled the heavy fleece in front of the fireplace. She didn’t waste any time relocating, and between the throw rug and the blanket, they had a pretty nice cushion against the hardwood floors. Propped on her side with one hand behind her ear, the firelight outlined the silhouette of her curves, making her simple T-shirt and jeans sexy as sin.

      “You are so beautiful,” Kellan said, lying on his side to face her. A scant inch separated their bodies, the anticipation sending goose bumps over his skin even though he was far from chilled.

      “You make me feel beautiful.”

      From anyone else, the words might have seemed over the top. But Isabella delivered them with nothing more than undiluted honesty, and Kellan answered the only way he knew how. Knotting his fingers in the warm brown fall of her hair, he pulled her close, coaxing her lips open with his own. A noise drifted up from her throat, caught somewhere between a sigh and a moan, growing deeper as her tongue searched for his. Kellan kissed her deeply—he was never anything other than all-in with this woman—licking, giving, taking, until finally, he pulled back on a ragged exhale.

      “You’re overdressed.” He ran a finger beneath the hem of her T-shirt, and fuck, even the friction of cotton on skin turned his cock to steel.

      “So are you,” Isabella pointed out, brazenly reaching for the button on his jeans.

      A dark, dirty urge shot through him, and he watched as his hand leaped out of its own volition to stop her progress. “No.”

      Her brows kicked up, but Kellan held strong. “I’m going to strip you naked,” he said, letting his gaze do the job before lifting one corner of his mouth in a half-smirk. “Then I’m going to taste every part of you until you’re hot and wet and begging for more than just my mouth.” His tongue edged over his bottom lip, his smile picking up intensity at the sound of her hot little moan in reply. “And then I’m going to fuck you until you forget everything other than how good I feel inside of you.”

      “Kellan.” Isabella’s whisper was all plea. Hooking his hands beneath her arms, he tugged her up to a seated position, pulling her T-shirt over her head in one sweeping movement as she kicked her way out of her shoes. Her lacy, wine-colored bra nearly smashed his resolve—really, the hint of her tawny brown nipples peeking through the fabric was just fucking unfair—and the matching panties he discovered upon removing her jeans sent a heavy breath past his lips.

      “Jesus, baby. You’re perfect.”

      A rare blush spread over her skin, and hell if that didn’t turn him on all the more. Kellan took a few seconds to drink in the sight of her kiss-swollen lips, the swell of her breasts, and the gorgeous flare of her lace-clad hips before lifting his T-shirt over his head and sliding between her knees. Although he felt a small pang of remorse that Isabella’s bra and panties had to go, he was nothing if not a man of his word. With only a few methodical moves, she was finally bare, and Kellan eased her back against the softness of the blanket.

      “Mmm.” Her lips vibrated beneath his slow, lazy kiss. If she felt the least bit uncomfortable at her sheer nakedness when he was mostly dressed, she didn’t show it. In fact, the nuance seemed to make her that much hotter, her body beginning to rock under his weight in a rhythm that left nothing to the imagination. Kellan parted from her mouth, stringing a trail of wet, open-mouthed kisses on a path over her neck, then her shoulder, before capturing one brown, beaded nipple between his lips.

      Isabella’s fingers found his back and dug in hard. “Ah,” she cried out, arching into the connection.

      A provocative thrill uncurled low in his belly at having drawn such a wanton sound from her. “Don’t hold back, sweetheart. I want to hear how bad you want it.”

      She didn’t. Kellan went from the barest brushes of his lips on her body to hard pulls of his lips and tongue, tasting and teasing and sucking her nipples until she ground her hips against his in hard, fast thrusts.

      “Please. Please make me come,” Isabella murmured, her voice thick with need.

      Kellan pulled back, her frustrated groan nearly wrecking him. But then he kissed his way lower, and her breath coalesced into a throaty sigh.

      “You want to come?’ he asked, although the damp spot on his jeans and the way her hips rose to meet his mouth answered the question far before she could speak.

      Isabella nodded, her hair sending the sweet scent of coconuts into the air. He kissed lower, over the expanse of her belly, before darting his tongue out to taste the top of one hip. Kellan’s restraint waned at the sight of her in the firelight, her bare sex slick with desire and her thighs parted in clear invitation to the very spot he wanted to be.

      And he was powerless to resist.

      “Then let me give you what you need. Let go and come for me, baby. I’ve got you.”

      He lowered his mouth to her pussy, tasting her with a long, slow slide of his tongue. A guttural sound broke from her throat, and he smiled against her skin. She tasted musky and primal, her body trembling even as she begged him not to stop. Kellan forced himself not to rush, teasing her with deliberate flicks of his tongue over the seam of her body before closing his lips over the rigid knot of her clit.

      Isabella’s hips jerked upward, her hands spearing into his hair as he palmed her luscious ass with both hands. “There. Oh God, there.”

      She held him in place, pumping her sex against his mouth, and the taste and sounds of her arousal made him dare her to the edge just so he could push her over. He suckled her clit in firm pulls, adding in strokes of his tongue, then a thrust of his fingers inside her hot, wet pussy. Her inner muscles clamped down as she arced up even higher, and she murmured filthy encouragements in both Spanish and English that Kellan followed to the goddamn letter. He fucked her with his fingers, then his tongue, thrusting in and out until her body quickened beneath his touch.

      “Yes. Kellan…”

      The rest was lost on the tide of her orgasm. Her body pulsed against his fingers and mouth, his cock aching fiercely in jealousy as Isabella came undone on his tongue. He worked her through every wave, softening the contact between them with each touch and sliding back up her body to give her space to come down.

      Which, as it turned out, didn’t take longer than a few breaths. “So, now do I get to have my way with you?” she asked, a sly smile hooking at the corners of her mouth.

      Kellan’s belly tightened in anticipation, his balls a close second. “I suppose turnabout is fair play.”

      “Good.” In less than a heartbeat, she’d hooked one leg around his waist just above his jeans and guided him firmly onto his back. Isabella shifted to straddle him, splitting her weight between her knees and his thighs as her fingers made quick work of the button fly on his jeans. He helped her as best he could, shoving at both the denim and his boxer briefs until both articles of clothing hit the floorboards a few feet away.

      Isabella moved back over him, this time straddling his waist. Her fingers trailed across his skin, her eyes following suit. Her gaze hitched when she got to the jagged scar on his shoulder, but he refused to let the what-ifs of the night he’d received it ruin the moment now.

      “Hey. Look at me,” Kellan said. Something in his voice must have told her he was serious, because she did what he asked without pause. “I’m right here. I’m never going to leave you, okay? Ever.”

      She nodded slowly. “I know.” Leaning forward, Isabella pressed a kiss over his mouth. The gesture started out reverent, soft and sweet, but all too quickly, it deepened into something altogether sexy. Brash, greedy strokes of her tongue combined with the friction of her tightly beaded nipples over his chest. The feel of her, skin on skin, made his cock throb, the sensation turning to full-blown need as she broke from his lips to sit all the way up.

      “Do you want to be here?” she asked, skating her fingers over her breasts, then her belly, before her left hand dipped between her legs. Her ring glittered in the ambient light, as perfect as the rest of her. She circled her forefinger over her clit, and a near-growl vibrated in the back of his throat.

      “Isabella,” he warned, and she moved back, settling the cradle of her hips right against his cock. The friction, hot and wet, sent his breath through his teeth, and fuck—fuck—he wasn’t going to last much longer like this.

      “I want you, too, Kellan.” Another glide, the head of his cock disappearing in her folds. “I want you forever, baby. Right here with me.”

      With a firm push, she pressed back and down, letting him fill her in one seamless stroke. Kellan sent up some lightning-fast thanks for birth control pills, because Christ, he loved being inside Isabella without barriers. Her inner muscles squeezed him from every direction, the pressure so intense that it skirted the dark edge between pleasure and pain. She lifted up an inch or two, only to erase the space she’d created a heartbeat later, rising and releasing in a purposeful rhythm.

      “God. You feel so good.” Her breathing grew heavier, along with her lids. She rolled her hips, leaving Kellan to watch as she fucked him in a slow grind. The sight of his cock disappearing into the slick tightness of her pussy made him harder still, and he gripped her hips, urging her not to stop.

      “There. That’s it. Take what you need.”

      “What about…you?” Isabella asked, trapping her bottom lip between her teeth without slowing her movements. “What do you need?”

      Kellan levered up, aiming for that spot hidden deep inside that would make her scream.

      “Just you, Isabella. Just you.”

      The words seemed to loosen any inhibitions she had left. Throwing her head back, she began to move faster, rocking against him again and again. He drank in everything—the raw pleasure on her face, the heat of her skin as their bodies came together more forcefully now, the erotic sight of her fingers returning to her clit to bring her over the edge again. The squeeze of her sex triggered a tingle in his balls that grew like an avalanche, and he arched up off the blanket, filling her to the hilt as an explosive orgasm razored all the way up from the base of his spine. For a minute, Kellan couldn’t move, couldn’t think or breathe or even see. But Isabella was right there with him, sprawled over his body, inhaling as he exhaled, carefully extracting their bodies so she could snuggle in at his side, and that was when he knew.

      He might be tough. He might have survived multiple tours in the Middle East, more blazes than he could count, and enough terrifying situations to fill a football stadium.

      But without this woman, he couldn’t survive.
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      Six and a half months later

      

      “I cannot believe that in exactly seven days, you’ll be married.”

      Isabella looked up from the clutter and chaos of her desk in the intelligence office to meet Addison’s dreamy gaze. Her friend-slash-fellow-detective had gone all-in with her girly side regarding her impending wedding, a fact that Isabella would have teased otherwise-tough Addison about relentlessly if not for the fact that the woman’s girly side involved not a small amount of help with the last-minute details. Isabella opened her mouth to reply, but before she could eke out so much as a syllable, her partner, Liam Hollister, threw down with his two cents from the desk next to hers.

      “What I can’t believe is that in exactly nine days, you’ll be in Fiji on your honeymoon while the rest of us are stuck here, freezing our asses off and regretting all the eggnog we drank at your reception.”

      “Actually,” interrupted their tech and surveillance guru, James Capelli, from his work station along the far wall of their open office space. “With your track record, what you’ll likely be regretting is all the liquor in the eggnog. Although, nutritionally speaking, that stuff is pretty much cardio-thoracic napalm.”

      Hollister lifted one corner of his mouth in a smirk, and Isabella bit back a laugh at the memory of him doing the Electric Slide—complete with exaggerated hip swivels and thrusts, thank you very much—at last year’s Christmas celebration at the Crooked Angel. “For the record, I can’t be held entirely accountable for my shady past with adult Christmas beverages. How was I supposed to know Kennedy spikes that stuff with cognac, bourbon, and rum?”

      “Damn. Sounds like I missed out.” That from Matteo Garza, who worked with the intelligence unit from time to time and was helping out with their case load while Isabella was on her honeymoon.

      “Don’t worry,” Isabella said with a wry smile. “Kennedy’s already handed over her recipe to the catering staff for the wedding reception. I’m sure plenty of people will follow in Hollister’s footsteps as soon as Kellan and I tie the knot on Sunday.”

      Addison chimed back in. “Fabulously boozy eggnog or not, I think it’s great that we get to replace our annual Christmas gathering with your wedding. It’s so romantic.”

      Isabella paused, her throat growing tight. She didn’t want to admit that she and Kellan hadn’t chosen the date so much for the romance of a Christmas wedding, or even the fact that the holidays were a great time for their families and friends to gather together. No, she’d wanted a Christmas wedding for a far more bittersweet reason, one that only Kellan knew.

      This Christmas would have been her cousin Marisol’s twenty-seventh birthday. And even though twelve years had passed since a deranged criminal had kidnapped her, raped her repeatedly, then strangled her and left her body in the basement of an apartment complex in downtown Remington, Isabella still missed the cousin that might as well have been her sister as if it had happened just yesterday.

      Heart panging, Isabella sat up straighter against her creaky old desk chair. Breathe deep, girl. “Yeah, well, it’s not going to be romantic if I don’t make it to the church on time because I’m buried underneath all this paperwork. I still have a week’s worth of kicking crime’s ass before I get to walk down the aisle.”

      She pinned the words with just enough humor to slide them by as a carefree joke, and not one that was entirely unfounded. Between the string of robberies they’d just kicked to the D.A. and two separate assault cases that had unfolded over the last twenty-four hours, the intelligence unit had definitely seen their share of pre-holiday action. Isabella turned back to the arrest report on the guy they’d nailed for the robberies—you had to be a special sort of scumbag to steal from church donation boxes the week before Christmas—and re-channeled her focus. There were nasty criminals out there, people she could put away in the here-and-now. She owed it to the people they’d hurt to get justice for those crimes. To keep everyone else protected. Safe.

      God, I miss you, Mari.

      “Moreno?” Addison’s partner, Shawn Maxwell, poked his shaved head into the intelligence unit’s main work space from the hallway leading to their sergeant’s office. “You got a second? Sinclair wants to see you.”

      With his nearly black eyes, tough-as-spikes demeanor, and gruff attitude, Maxwell was never easy to read. But the unspoken tension knotting up both his request and his expression? Yeah, it wasn’t lost on Isabella.

      “Sure,” she said, not surprised when Maxwell tilted his head toward Sinclair’s office in an unspoken signal of right now. Four sets of brows lifted just slightly as she stood, but she ignored the eyeball code being slung around by her co-workers. Sinclair could want to talk to her about one of nearly a billion things, and anyway, while she might have had a tendency to go rogue and fracture the rules in the past, last year she’d learned all too well to trust her team and her boss. This was probably just some routine thing that had to do with an old case or her being out for two weeks after the wedding.

      Maxwell led the way to the threshold of Sinclair’s office, shocking her when he closed the door behind her rather than following her inside.

      “Hey, Sarge.” Isabella’s pulse kicked faster at the seriousness in Sinclair’s already steely eyes. “You wanted to see me?”

      He nodded in just one lift of his chin before sending his stare to the chair across from his desk. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

      Oh God. Oh God. She’d worn an identical expression enough times for her heart to crank down like a rusty vise.

      After all, no matter how often you delivered life-altering news to a person, you still couldn’t erase the dread of it from your face.

      “Did something happen to Kellan? Is he alright?” She wrestled the words past her suddenly dust-dry lips. He wasn’t on shift today, but still…

      “This isn’t about Kellan,” Sinclair said, with enough honesty in his voice that Isabella swayed in relief. “As far as I know, he’s just fine. But still, you should sit down.”

      She did as asked, perching on the edge of the thinly cushioned chair a few feet in front of her boss. “Okay. Is there something wrong with a case?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” He paused to hold up one hand. “Look, this might be nothing, so I don’t want you to get spun up here. But I also thought you should hear it from me.”

      “Jesus, Sam.” It was rare that she—or anyone around here, really—went for somebody else’s first name, Sinclair’s least of all. Which just went to show how freaked out she was, even if she hadn’t realized it fully until right this second. “What’s going on? Just tell me, please.”

      He looked at her, and then he said eight little words that would change her life forever.

      “There may be a lead in Marisol’s murder.”
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* * *

      Kellan looked at the printouts, Post-it notes, and index cards covering every inch of his dining room table and pondered the merits of eloping.

      “Okay,” Kylie said, examining the mess (a.k.a. the final seating arrangements) the way a drill instructor eagle-eyed new recruits. “I know we have to make a few last-minute changes, but I think most of this will work.”

      Kellan shifted his gaze to his best friend, Devon Randolph, who just so happened to also be his brother-in-law. “Tell me again why we can’t just let everyone park themselves wherever they want to,” he said, but Devon shook his dark blond high and tight as if to warn Kellan not to ask questions.

      Kylie’s arched brows hammered the sentiment home. “I know you and I don’t have a whole lot of family, but Isabella’s got enough for the two of you combined. If we don’t get these seating arrangements just right, things could get chaotic. Not to mention ugly.”

      “Nothing’s going to get ugly,” Kellan said, grabbing a slice of Kylie’s homemade pizza from the tray on the breakfast bar separating the kitchen from the cozy dining area where the three of them stood. Damn, she was an incredible chef. “My wedding is going to be chock-full of cops, firefighters, and bodyguards. If there’s anything we know how to take care of, it’s ugly.”

      “Gotta admit, your brother has a point,” Devon said. Smart man that he was, he waited until Kylie had turned toward the open kitchen to give Kellan a fist bump in solidarity.

      “Fine. You might be right.” She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, giving in to her smile as she added, “I just want this to be perfect for you guys.”

      “It will be,” Kellan said between bites of pizza, and funny, he didn’t even have to think twice. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. Isabella and I are happy we’ll have everyone with us for the ceremony, and it’ll be great to celebrate with a nice party afterward. But I just want to marry her, you know? That’s what will make it perfect.”

      Devon nodded, his eyes locked on Kylie for a long second before he looked at Kellan from the other side of the dining room table. God, the guy had come such a long way from the rough, gruff Army Ranger Kellan had once known.

      “Yeah, dude,” Devon said, nearly under his breath. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      A ball-busting answer was halfway between his brain and his mouth—he was happy Devon and Kylie were together, but hello, she was still his sister—when the unexpected sound of a key in the lock yanked his attention to the front door.

      “Hey,” Kellan said, concern chasing his quick pop of happiness at the sight of Isabella on the threshold. “You’re home early.” It was barely one o’clock, for Chrissake. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m…” Lying. Kellan could see it in her eyes from a mile and a half away. “I just have a really bad headache. I’m sorry, I forgot you guys were going over the seating arrangements today.”

      As if she sensed the same thing Kellan did, Kylie capped her bottle of water and scooped up the coat she’d hung over the back of a nearby dining room chair. “Actually, we’re all done and Devon and I were just headed out. I’ll take the printouts to triple-check them and make sure everything’s good to go to the event coordinator.” One quick grab had them in her hand on her way to the door. “Hope you lose that headache really soon.”

      “Thanks.” Isabella nodded absently, kicking the unease in Kellan’s gut into fifth gear. He gave up a pair of economical goodbyes to Kylie and Devon, locking the door behind them before turning back to the spot where Isabella still stood in the open living space.

      “Okay, what’s really going on?”

      “Nothing, I…” She stopped. Closed her eyes. When she opened them a heartbeat later, they were full of tears that ripped at Kellan’s chest. “There’s a possible lead in Marisol’s murder case.”

      Holy shit. “After twelve years?” he managed, his breath log-jamming in his windpipe. The case had dead-ended not long after Marisol’s funeral. He hadn’t been around then, of course, but Isabella had given him the full rundown when she’d first told him about her cousin’s rape and murder, not long after they’d gotten together. “How did you find out?”

      “Maxwell and Sinclair were going over the case file on that kidnapping we had a couple weeks ago so they could send it to the D.A. You know, that custody battle where the dad snatched the kid from the mom?”

      While sharing every gory detail of a case was a pretty strict no-no, Isabella still sometimes shared basic, no-names information with Kellan in a hey-how-was-your-day sort of way. “Yeah, I remember. But you guys closed that one quickly,” he said. They’d located the kid—safe and sound—in less than a shift, if he remembered right.

      “We did,” Isabella said, her voice stony. “But when they went to enter the case report into the database, a string of other recent kidnappings popped up along with it, and Sinclair noticed that some of the details on one case in particular matched those from Marisol’s case.”

      “Okay.” Kellan’s brain spun like a blender during a power surge. “Is the guy from this other case in custody?”

      Isabella shook her head. Her tears breached her eyelids to spill over her face, and Kellan’s thumbs were on her cheeks before he even recognized his brain’s command to move.

      “No,” she whispered. “But the details are all exactly the same. The girl was walking alone in the same part of Remington where Marisol was when she disappeared. She was missing for three days before…”

      Kellan led Isabella over to the couch, and it was a true testament to how rattled she was that she let him without protest. “You don’t have to tell me all the details,” he said. Not that he didn’t want to hear them, especially if she needed to give the story air time, but… “I know this is hard for you.”

      “Yes, but it’s happening, and I can’t ignore it.” Swiping at her face, she firmed up her expression before continuing. “The girl’s body was found three days after she disappeared. There’s strong evidence of sexual assault, although the autopsy’s not back yet to say definitively. Cause of death is listed as probable strangulation. The victim was fourteen.”

      “Jesus.” Bile rose in the back of Kellan’s throat, capturing all the other, harsher swear words he wanted to launch. Fourteen? This guy needed to be found and castrated. Slowly.

      “She was found in the laundry room of an apartment complex downtown, about twelve hours post mortem. That was four days ago. Maxwell and Sinclair caught it today.”

      Kellan’s brows pulled down in confusion. “Wait. If the cases are so similar, how come nothing popped up in the database to connect them? Isn’t there an alert system for that?”

      “There is,” Isabella agreed, slumping back against the couch cushions. “Well, there is now, anyway. But our database is only seven years old. The RPD is slowly adding old cases, but it takes time and resources, both of which are at a premium. There are hard copies of the reports and investigation notes, of course. But Marisol’s case file hasn’t made it into the database yet. Sinclair only caught it because he knows the details as well as I do.”

      Although Kellan hated it, that did make sense. The RFD worked the same way with everything from incident reports to flat-out arsons. “So did Sinclair take this new kidnapping case?”

      “No.” Isabella waited out the flare of surprise that must have been written all over his face before she continued. “Technically, he could. Homicide over at the Nineteenth has it right now, and their track record for solving crimes like this isn’t great. But it’s not terrible, either, and there’s no definite link between the cases other than matching M.O.s. The police never found a suspect in Marisol’s murder, let alone a match for the traces of DNA they managed to find in her underwear. The crime scene unit turned up damn little from the laundry room that could be definitively tied to this new murder, and the medical examiner’s initial report doesn’t show any DNA evidence at all. Plus, there’s a twelve-year gap between the two crimes.”

      “That does leave a lot of maybes,” Kellan reluctantly agreed.

      “And even more what-ifs. The whole thing is pretty much a speculation field day right now.” She paused for a deep breath, and Jesus, the look on her face just gutted him. “Sinclair doesn’t want me getting involved. He’s worried I’m too close to the emotional aspect of the case.”

      Ah, hell. “He’s not entirely wrong. Surgeons don’t operate on their family members for the same reason, right? Because it’s too hard to be subjective? Maybe you are a little too close to this one.”

      Kellan gentled the words as much as he could. Even the truth could sting like a sonofabitch, and the last thing he wanted to do right now—or ever—was hurt her. But Isabella surprised him by nodding in agreement.

      “Of course I’m too close. She was my cousin. My best friend. As a cop, I know how dangerous it is to investigate a case with personal ties, especially ones that run this deep. But I promised to keep Marisol safe, Kellan. It was my job to take care of her.”

      “Don’t.” Kellan’s pulse jumped. Isabella had carried around a ton of guilt over her cousin’s murder until just this past year. She’d come a long way toward being at peace with herself, but dredging up the case now could smash that peace like a wrecking ball. “Marisol’s murder wasn’t your fault, Isabella.”

      “I know,” she said, automatically enough to chip away at Kellan’s unease. “But if this guy is out there, hurting girls again after twelve years, close or not, I need to do all that I can to stop him.”

      “Sinclair told you not to touch this, didn’t he?”

      Kellan knew the answer before he’d even let the question fully fly. No way would her salty, no-bullshit sergeant green-light her digging into this, especially if another unit had jurisdiction. Marisol’s murder had messed with Isabella for far too long. Hell, the guilt had fueled actions that had nearly cost her her job and her life last year.

      “He did,” Isabella said.

      But Kellan knew her all too well. “You’re not going to listen to him, are you?”

      Her chin dropped toward her chest, the front of her dark green sweater lifting as she took a shaky inhale. “I don’t know if I can.”

      He paused. Part of him—and not a small part, mind you—wanted to tell her what a spectacularly bad idea this was. Poking around in this case without permission was dangerous on a billion different levels, both physical and emotional. But Kellan also knew that right now, Isabella didn’t need a lecture. She didn’t need anyone to tell her this could go wrong, or hurt her, or maybe even amount to nothing.

      Right now, what she needed was someone to have her back.

      And dangerous or not, that someone was always going to be him.

      “Okay,” Kellan said, his stare not budging from hers, even when her eyes went round and wide. “I guess you should start from the beginning, then. Let’s see what we can figure out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella stuffed her hands deep into the pockets of her leather jacket and tried to pretend she wasn’t doing major league origami with every rule in the book. She knew that looking into this case—even just as an observer, like Kellan had made her promise—was a bad idea in theory. She’d learned the hard way to trust her team and not stuff her feelings into the basement of her chest, and most of all, not to freelance on the job. But Marisol had been her family. Her responsibility. And someone was out there, preying on young women in the here-and-now.

      She wasn’t going to jump in with both boots first and guns blazing. But she was a good cop, a smart cop. No way was she going to sit back and do absolutely nothing, either.

      Not until she knew justice would be served. For this girl, and maybe even for Marisol.

      “Hey,” Kellan said, his boots thumping over the sidewalk lining Marquette Boulevard as he closed the space between them to brush a kiss over her temple. “Glad you could get away to meet me for lunch.”

      Isabella pressed her irony-laden smile between her lips. “If by ‘lunch’, you mean a covert recon mission to try and piece together what happened to Brittany Martin and figure out whether the same person who killed her also murdered my cousin, then me, too.”

      “I say potato, you say recon mission. We’re just going for a walk, remember? But if it makes you feel any better about dodging Sinclair, I can take you out for a burger afterward.” Kellan fell into step beside her, and God, having him here while she worked through this was the only thing keeping her from falling apart right now.

      “Nothing will make me feel better about dodging my boss, but it’ll be worth it when this case is solved. Even if the person who killed Brittany had nothing to do with Marisol’s murder,” she said, looping her arm through his.

      He nodded as they walked down the block, dropping his voice to keep their conversation private. “Then let’s get to it. Were you able to turn up anything about the detectives who are investigating Brittany’s case?”

      “Yeah, but I kind of wish I wasn’t.”

      “That good, huh?” Kellan asked.

      “Sadly, yes.” Isabella frowned, swiveling a gaze over their surroundings as they slowly walked. “Detectives Barton and Weiss are leading the investigation. We don’t work with the Nineteenth too much, but Sinclair mentioned this morning that he gave them a courtesy call to let them know about the similarities with Marisol’s case yesterday.”

      “And?”

      Her frown intensified. “And they pretty much gave him the Heisman.”

      Kellan’s muscles tensed beneath his dark gray hoodie, not a lot, but it was enough to telegraph his displeasure. “I’m sure that went over well.”

      “Sinclair didn’t seem thrilled when he told me,” Isabella agreed. “But he did say he got the impression it was more of a territorial pissing match than them blowing off the case, which means they’ll probably at least look into the similarities on their own.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time another unit had gotten chippy with intelligence over jurisdiction. Especially since, if Barton and Weiss shared too much and Sinclair decided there was more than just an eerie coincidence between the two crimes, the sergeant had the juice to yank the case from them with little more than a “better luck next time”. Isabella knew he almost certainly wouldn’t, even if the cases did prove to be connected. But the homicide detectives didn’t, and most cops shared about as well as toddlers in dire need of a three-hour nap.

      “Well, that’s not all bad, is it?” Kellan asked, bringing her back to the here-and-now of the sun-strewn sidewalk. “I mean, territorial isn’t great, but at least they want to find the guy who did this to Brittany.”

      Isabella hedged. “Yes and no. I mean, of course it’s good that they want to catch this son of a bitch. But as mi abuelo likes to say, ‘wish in one hand and shit in the other, and see which one fills up first’.”

      Kellan’s laugh warmed the chilly December air between them, keeping her grounded. “Your grandfather sounds like a no-nonsense kind of guy.”

      “Let’s just say I come by my stubborn streak honestly,” she said. “Wanting to solve the case is one thing. Being good enough cops to actually do it is another.”

      Stopping at the end of the block, she hung back, taking in the neat yet tightly packed brownstones, storefronts, and alleyways along both sides of the city street, most of which were festively decorated with wreaths or ribbons or lights that would surely kick on as soon as the sun began to set later. “Anyway, Maxwell told me that Weiss isn’t half-bad on his own, but Barton’s pretty much a dick weasel. He didn’t seem shocked that they wanted to hoard the details.”

      “Great.” The corners of Kellan’s mouth pulled down to fully negate the word. “So we’re kind of flying blind here in terms of how seriously they’re taking this case and the possible connection to Marisol’s murder.”

      “A little. But for now, all we’re doing is looking, remember?”

      After another perusal of the street around them—which Kellan mirrored with the shrewd stare and intense observation skills he’d earned courtesy of the Army Rangers—they both began to walk again.

      “So here’s the library where Brittany was last seen eight days ago.” Isabella pointed to the large brick building on the next block in front of them. The bones of the case had been in the file Sinclair had found online. He’d shared the details with her yesterday, and even though she’d had to couch things in hypotheticals and use a wheelbarrowful of air quotes, Isabella had shared them with Kellan last night. “She was working on a school project with two classmates. They both saw her leave at seventeen-hundred, and a text to her parents confirms that she was on her way at seventeen-oh-four.”

      “There are a bunch of city cams in this area,” Kellan said, tipping his stubbled chin at the black box perched on top of the telephone pole across the street. “Do you think maybe one of them caught her?”

      Hope perked in Isabella’s chest, warm despite the frigid December weather. “It was dark out when she left. Still, worth a shot.”

      They walked for a dozen more steps, quietly taking in their surroundings before Kellan quietly said, “You mentioned Marisol took a similar route the night she disappeared.”

      “Oh. Ah, yeah.” Isabella’s belly dipped slightly beneath her low-slung jeans. “Her family—my Aunt Bianca and Uncle Santiago—used to have a row home about six blocks from here. She was walking to my parents’ old place on Caldwell Street when she…” Was kidnapped on her way to my house. Raped. Murdered. “Disappeared.”

      “I know the area pretty well.” Kellan’s steps didn’t falter, his arm firm over hers. “Just from all the calls we go on. It’s pretty nice.”

      “Mmm hmm.” She’d grown up less than a mile away. Gone to the library they were now walking by no less than a thousand times. How unfair that she could walk by it a thousand more when Marisol hadn’t even lived to see her own fifteenth birthday.

      Isabella’s heart began to pound. But Kellan kept walking, his boots a comforting thump-thump-thump on the concrete, so she took a deep breath and kept going, too.

      “Someone with bad intentions would have to go the extra mile to blend in around here. Both twelve years ago and now,” he said, and she unpacked the thought with care.

      “That’s true.” While this part of Remington was well-populated, it was also very suburban, along with being notoriously tight-knit. She’d been on a first-name basis with half the store owners within a four-block radius of her parents’ brownstone growing up. From the sound of the passing greetings riding the air around them right now, not much had changed. “A stranger would probably stand out unless he took pains not to. But I’d have to imagine Barton and Weiss have canvassed the area to ask if anyone saw anything unusual.”

      A thread of frustration uncurled in her belly. God, between the street cam footage she couldn’t pull and the canvass to which she had zero access, she hated not knowing what the other detectives had—or hadn’t—done. To say nothing of what they had or hadn’t found.

      As if he’d zoned in on her brainwaves, Kellan arched a dark brow at her in profile. “We’re just looking, remember?”

      Isabella released a heavy exhale. “I remember.”

      “So this is where Brittany started out.” He inclined his head at the library, a two-story brick building that spanned more than half the block.

      She smiled a hello at two moms hustling by with jogging strollers and toddlers bundled to the nines. “Yep.”

      “Okay. Let’s walk the route between here and her house and check out the parts of the trip that would have intersected with Marisol’s walk to your house twelve years ago.”

      They’d mapped out all the potential common spots when they’d gone over all the details of Brittany’s case last night, which—in addition to Isabella’s familiarity with the neighborhood—made finding the part of the route the two girls had likely shared fairly easy. The good news was that there were both several stores with security cameras along the three-block chunk of real estate in question, as well as one street cam. The bad news was that it had been dark when Brittany had left the library, and even if they did get sail-under-a-star lucky and caught a glimpse of her on the footage, chances were high it wouldn’t yield much.

      “Ugh,” Isabella muttered, looking at the row of brownstones all decorated with red ribbons and strings of lights. “There’s that alley there, the park two blocks back, and the loading zone for that market across the street. Brittany could have easily been snatched from any of those places. If she even disappeared from the same part of the route as Marisol.” Just because Isabella wanted the cases to be connected didn’t mean they were. She had to keep a level head, here.

      “There are a lot of plausible scenarios,” Kellan agreed, his tone reluctant.

      Unease mixed with the determination in her chest. Barton and Weiss had given Sinclair the cold shoulder, yes, but that didn’t make them bad cops. Maybe they’d pulled all the footage, or nailed down a lead from the CSU report, or figured out another angle.

      And maybe she’d go bat-shit crazy speculating all the could-bes and what-ifs while a killer roamed the streets, looking for another victim.

      “There’s really only one way to know which scenario is most likely, and whether or not it’s being properly investigated,” she said, her determination winning out.

      Kellan ran a hand through his hair, letting it rest on the back of his neck as he looked at her. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?”

      “Because that one way involves a trip to the Nineteenth Precinct. It’s time to meet Detectives Barton and Weiss.”
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* * *

      In a sea of detectives, uniformed officers, and degenerates in handcuffs, Kellan was definitely the odd man out. His ID and fire department badge got him through the security checkpoint at the Nineteenth Precinct, though, and after a borderline flirty smile from the woman he was marrying in T-minus five days, the otherwise cranky desk sergeant sent them down a long hallway toward the homicide unit’s office.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kellan asked, gesturing to the brown paper bag in Isabella’s hand.

      “First of all, the Holey Roller is always a good idea. These donuts are like the holy grail of breakfast pastries. Secondly”—she paused for an inhale before nodding in certainty—“I don’t want to interfere in the case. But Marisol was my cousin, Kellan. My blood. My best friend. If there’s a chance, however small, that the man who killed her is back out there hurting young women, I need to know that everything in the RPD’s power is being done to stop him.”

      Well, shit. When she put it that way… “Okay. Just do yourself a favor and try to take it easy, would you? Don’t go all Detective Moreno on them.”

      Despite the potential gravity of the situation, a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Unable to help himself, Kellan released a full-blown smirk at her as they reached the double doors marked Homicide Division, Nineteenth Precinct.

      “Baby, I love you. But let’s just say you’re about as subtle as a sledgehammer, especially when you’re mad. Maybe play this one on the nice side?”

      “I brought donuts,” Isabella said, her smile as angelic as it was full of shit. “I’m perfectly nice.”

      Christ. They were going to need bail money. Kellan could feel it.

      “Help ya?” came a gruff voice from just over the threshold. It belonged to a worn-looking man wearing a suit so rumpled, Kellan would bet good money the thing stunt doubled as pajamas.

      Isabella didn’t hesitate. “I’m Detective Isabella Moreno, from the intelligence unit at the Thirty-Third.” She flashed the badge on her hip with her non-donut hand. “And this is Kellan Walker with the RFD. We’re looking for Detectives Barton and Weiss.”

      Rumplesuitskin turned toward the back of the open office space, calling through the clutter. “Yo, Barton! You and Weiss have a coupl’a VIPs over here. From the Thirty-Third.”

      Kellan felt his fingers flex slowly into fists at the guy’s tone and the snotty implication that went with it, but he kept himself in check. Isabella was far from a wallflower. She’d give better than she got if shit got critical. Plus, the lead wasn’t his to take right now. Not unless she needed him to have her back.

      “That so?” The semi-bald, wholly obnoxious man at the desk along the rear wall barely looked up from the mountainous stack of forms and file folders on his desk. “Must be our lucky day, Weiss.”

      The detective at the desk next to him actually had the decency to stop what he’d been doing and push back from his keyboard. He sent an assessing gaze over first Isabella, then Kellan, before saying, “I guess so. You’re a little far from the schoolyard, aren’t you, Detective Moreno?”

      Kellan didn’t miss the way she bristled before covering the cluttered office space in a handful of strides. “A little, I guess,” she said, her smile mostly teeth. “I thought I’d bring you guys some donuts and offer up some insight on a cold case that might be related to the kidnapping-rape-homicide you’re working right now.”

      Barton took the bag, measuring her with a cold, flat stare that made Kellan want to throat punch the guy. “Huh. That’s funny, since I already got that line from your boss and I told him we’d take the possible connection under advisement.”

      “I know you two already spoke.” Isabella had to tread very cautiously here, and the tone of her voice said she knew it. “But I have personal ties to the case from twelve years ago. I know all the details inside and out, and—”

      “Let me stop you right there, sweetheart.” He lifted one meat hook of a hand at the same time Isabella’s brows shot upward and Kellan shifted forward on the linoleum. “I’ve been a cop for a lotta years. Known Sam Sinclair for most of ’em. I don’t need him—or you—to hold my hand while I work a case, and I’m sure as shit not going to let you waste my time with some crime that might as well be ancient history when I’m trying to do something important, like catch a killer in the present day.”

      “The cases could be related,” Isabella said, her shock evident on her face and in her voice. “You might be looking at the same killer, and that ancient history might just give you the intel you need to find him and bring him down.”

      Barton snorted. “Right. And Crosby over there might be jolly old Saint Nick.”

      Just like that, Kellan was done holding his tongue. “Look, we’re just trying to help catch this guy, same as you two.”

      “Save it, flame jockey. Like I said, we don’t need any help.” Barton slid a beady glance at Weiss, who was examining the coffee mug on his desk as if it were suddenly riveting. “I already read through that old case of yours, anyway. Couple of similarities, I guess, but there’s not really any evidence to suggest these crimes were done by the same guy.”

      “Did you look for more than five seconds?” Isabella asked, not far enough under her breath to get it past Barton or Weiss. Weiss’s brows winged all the way past the thin black rims of his glasses, but Barton had apparently tapped out in the patience department.

      “Tell you what. I’m going to assume it’s that time of the month and let that cute little remark of yours slide. Otherwise”—he reached into the brown paper bag on his desk to pull out one of the donuts Isabella had brought and took a huge bite—“we’re done here. Door’s that way.”

      Kellan had moved two steps forward before his neurons had even stopped firing off the command to invade the motherfucker’s dance space. “Did you just say that? Did you seriously just say—”

      Isabella’s fingers wrapped around Kellan’s forearm, squeezing with enough intent to stop his words. “No, you know what, Kellan, it’s all good. We’re done here, anyway. Thanks for your time, Barton. Weiss.”

      They got halfway down the corridor leading back to the lobby before Kellan could find his voice amid all the free-flowing anger in his throat. “Are you kidding?” he asked. “You’re going to let that misogynistic horse shit go?”

      “Believe me, I want nothing more than to drop gloves on that knuckle-dragging son of a bitch,” she said, and her fiery expression backed up the statement, one billion percent. “But we’ve got more important things in front of us, and we can’t do them if we’re both sitting in county lockup for popping off at the mouth at some idiot homicide detective.”

      His brain played a lightning round of connect-the-dots, and oh hell. She couldn’t mean… “What more important things?”

      “We’re going to figure out who killed Brittany Martin, and whether or not he’s also responsible for Marisol’s murder. But first, we’re going to stop and grab something to eat. We need a plan to deal with Barton, and I’m going to need all the strength I can get before I go all Detective Moreno on his ass.”
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      Isabella’s heart had taken up permanent residence in her windpipe. But despite the fact that she knew it was going to earn her the gold-star spot on Sinclair’s shit list, she still sat in the chair across from his desk, ready and willing to tell him everything she’d done on her lunch break, then ask point-blank for his help.

      She’d learned last year to rely on her team. All the time. Every time.

      No exceptions.

      Sinclair listened carefully as she spilled the story of retracing Brittany’s steps, then heading down to the Nineteenth and offering to help Barton and Weiss with the details of Marisol’s case. The muscle in his jaw started twitching when she got to the whole ‘yes, I know you told me to stay far away from this investigation’ part of things, and when she got to Barton’s reaction to her offer, she was pretty certain the thing might spontaneously combust. But it wasn’t until she relayed the detective’s less-than-polite dismissal that Sinclair lifted a hand to stop her.

      “I think I’ve heard enough.” He sat back in his desk chair, examining her with that steel-tipped stare that said he was measuring his words with a truckload of care. “When this case popped up, I knew it was going to be a pothole for you.”

      “I’m fine,” she argued, nodding in concession a second later when Sinclair hit her with a high-level frown. “Okay, so I did do a little looking around after you told me not to, and I get why you didn’t want me to do it. But I didn’t lie to you. I didn’t freelance, and I damn sure didn’t interfere in Barton and Weiss’s investigation. I learned my lesson last year, Sarge. I rely on my team. And right now, I’m asking for help.”

      “You didn’t interfere,” he allowed. “But you did poke around after I told you not to. And you took Walker on your little fact-finding mission.”

      Sinclair lifted his chin at his office door. Not wanting to leave even though he’d known her conversation with Sinclair had to be private—a case was a case, whether it was hers or not—Kellan had parked himself on the other side of the wood and glass.

      Isabella exhaled slowly. “To be fair, Kellan and I took a walk in a public place on our own time, and we were never in any danger. The trip to the Nineteenth was a peace offering. I only wanted to tell them what I know about Marisol’s case. Nothing more. But that said, yes. You’re right. I didn’t drop it after you told me to.”

      A heartbeat slid into two, then two more before he said, “In this case, your instincts were on target. Barton’s been an ass since the academy, and he’s clearly not investigating Brittany Martin’s rape and murder properly if he’s dismissing the possible connections with Marisol’s case so quickly. I can let Captain Foster know I’ve got concerns and that intelligence is happy to handle the job...”

      “But?”

      “But you are getting married in five days, and this is going to be a brutal case, even if it’s not tied to Marisol’s murder, which it damn well might be. I need you to be absolutely sure you’re good here, Moreno. No bravado. No bullshit. Just you.”

      Although part of her was tempted to answer with a knee-jerk “I’m fine”, she didn’t. She measured the facts. Considered her emotions. Then answered truthfully.

      “I’m absolutely sure I’m good here, Sam. This case deserves justice, and I think we’re the team to get it.”

      “Okay.” Sinclair reached for the phone on his desk without hesitating. “Let me make a call.”

      Relief whooshed through Isabella’s chest, followed quickly by a hard shot of gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. We stand up for our own around here. Now why don’t you get everyone up to speed while I take care of the legalities? We’ve got a killer to catch.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ninety minutes later, the intelligence office looked like a two-ton evidence box had thrown up all over it. Isabella had done exactly as Sinclair had asked, giving the team a concise yet thorough rundown of both Marisol’s cold case and Brittany Martin’s active one as soon as she’d beelined out of his office. They’d all jumped into action the second Sinclair had gotten off the phone with Captain Foster down at RPD headquarters, and even though it skirted the boundaries of the rules, Sinclair had let Kellan stick around for the briefing since he already knew the details of the case anyway.

      “Okay, people.” Sinclair’s gravelly voice had them all looking up from their work stations. “Give me what you’ve got and let’s get a plan in place to nail this son of a bitch.”

      Isabella frowned. Better to get the shit news out of the way first. “CSU turned up damn little in the basement where Brittany’s body was found. No DNA, no fibers or fingerprints that can be unequivocally linked to her assault. There’s also no evidence to point to where she’d been kept for the three days she was missing.” She knew, because she and Hollister had scoured the reports from cover to cover in search of some.

      “The ME’s report isn’t much better,” Hale said apologetically. “No DNA or other physical evidence that would ID the killer or connect the two crimes, although there are pretty striking similarities in terms of the murders, proper. The official cause of death for both women is strangulation. Both had their hands bound pre-mortem with nylon rope”—she paused for only the briefest of seconds before adding—“and from the ligature marks on the victims’ necks, it looks like they were both asphyxiated manually.”

      “Jesus,” Kellan whispered under his breath, and even though Isabella’s gut had pitched at the report, too, she had to stay strong. Focused.

      “Did you get anything off the surveillance footage?” she asked Capelli, who pushed up his glasses and gestured to the six-screen array of monitors on the wall over his desk, which now had a video image displayed on the bottom center screen.

      “I haven’t been able to go through all of it yet, but I did manage to catch Brittany walking by the mini-mart a half a block from the library at seventeen-oh-six. This is from their private security camera.” He hit play, slowing the footage enough to clearly show the fourteen-year-old passing in front of the store.

      Isabella metered the breath that had just threatened to spackle itself to her lungs. Junior varsity track jacket, bright blue backpack with reflective stripes on either side, dark blond braid, earbuds firmly in place…God, she was barely more than a kid.

      “That’s definitely her,” Garza said, pointing to the photo of Brittany he’d pulled from her Facebook page and posted on their digital crime scene board at the back of the office.

      Capelli nodded. “The mini-mart is well-lit and their security system is better than most, so I got lucky enough to grab a good visual. The second camera angle keeps eyes on her for another ten, maybe twelve feet. She pops up again on the city cam on the next block, but that image is a lot harder to make out.”

      “I don’t mean to ask a dumb question,” Kellan piped up from his seat beside Isabella and Hollister. “But what’s the point of having a city cam if you can’t see the surveillance video?”

      “Actually, that’s quite a logical question,” Capelli said. “Unfortunately for us, it’s got an equally logical answer. The equipment is placed in the most optimal spot for a good visual day or night, but that doesn’t make it foolproof. Usually, there’s a pretty decent view of the street and sidewalk from this one. Except…” A few clacks brought up a semi-distorted shot of Brittany from a lot farther away than the first. “The blinking holiday lights on all the brownstones here threw around a lot of weird shadows. This is the last image we have of Brittany. The security cam from the florist two blocks from here doesn’t show her at all, and she should’ve passed right by the shop on her way home.”

      “So she was kidnapped within these two blocks,” Maxwell said, ever to the point.

      Capelli hesitated, but only for a microsecond before he agreed, “Yes. That’s definitely the strongest hypothesis.”

      “Okay.” Sinclair lasered a stare in Capelli’s direction. “Then let’s see all we can see from this footage.”

      “You got it.”

      Isabella’s heart thundered, her pulse pressing against her eardrums in a wild thump-thump she was certain everyone in the room could hear. Capelli made the keystroke to start the video, slowing it down to half-time, and Isabella watched as Brittany moved, frame by frame, through the last normal moments of her life.

      “Wait.” Adrenaline shoved the word out of her mouth. “There. She stops to talk to someone.” Okay, so stops was a bit of a stretch. But Brittany definitely appeared to have said something to the shadowy figure passing by her on the street.

      “Looks like a passing hello. Friendly neighborhood like that, it could be nothing,” Hollister said. He wasn’t trying to be a jerk, or to discredit what Isabella had noticed, she knew. They had to try to rule something out before they could attempt to rule it in, and in a case like this, with so little evidence to go on, they needed checks and balances more than ever.

      “Could be,” Sinclair agreed, although he—along with everyone else in the unit—leaned in more closely to watch as Capelli went back a handful of frames to slow-mo the exchange. The footage showed Brittany, looking up at something the passing figure said to her and replying before continuing on her way out of the frame.

      Capelli backtracked again, then froze the video on the best angle of the guy. “Looks like a maintenance tech from the electric company.”

      Between the barely visible logo on the man’s baseball hat and the coveralls he was wearing, the logic leap seemed sound. A thought perked at the back of Isabella’s brain, drawing her brows downward.

      “There don’t appear to be any power outages on this block. Every brownstone in the shot has lights blazing, to the point that they’re messing with the footage. It doesn’t make any sense that the electric company would do routine maintenance after business hours. Which begs the question…”

      “What was this guy doing there?” Hale finished.

      “He might have been finishing up a call.” Garza gestured to the utility vehicle parked just inside the frame. “His truck is right there.”

      Sinclair’s expression suggested he was about as convinced as Isabella about the likelihood of that being the case. “Even if he is on the up and up, he looks like the last person to see our vic alive. Capelli, can you get a license plate or vehicle number off that truck?”

      His frown was answer enough. “I can try, but it’s pretty far from the city cam. Factoring in the angle and the lighting, the odds are less than one percent I’ll be able to grab anything we can use. Same goes for facial recognition.”

      “Try anyway for both.” Sinclair swung a look across the office. “Maxwell, call the power company and see if there were any outages reported or routine maintenance calls scheduled on that block within four hours of Brittany Martin’s disappearance, along with who responded. Hale, you and Garza go over the rest of the footage to see if anything unusual pops within an hour on either side of this clip. Moreno, I want you and Hollister with boots on the ground. Canvass that entire area, especially the brownstones on that block. If any of those residents or business owners saw something even the slightest bit hinky, I want to know about it.”

      “I might be able to help with that.”

      Isabella’s heart stuttered at the unfamiliar male voice sounding off from the door of the intelligence office, then sped even faster as she paired the words with their speaker.

      “Detective Weiss?”

      “Moreno,” he said, giving up a clipped nod before shifting his gaze. “Sinclair. Thought you might need these.”

      Isabella blinked, belatedly realizing that Weiss held a manila file folder between his fingers. “And those are?”

      “My case notes on the canvass Barton and I did the day Brittany Martin’s body was found.”

      The beat of silence that followed might as well have been a mortar blast. “You want to help us?”

      “I want the bastard who raped and murdered that kid to rot in jail,” Weiss corrected. “Make no mistake, I don’t like being yanked from a case any more than you do.” He gave his frown a second to sink in before adding, “That doesn’t mean I don’t want justice for what was done to that girl, though. These notes haven’t been put into the system yet, and there’s something in there you’re going to want to see.”

      “You going to keep us in suspense, here?” Kellan asked, making the detective’s brows lift.

      “I’ll let you have that one, since my partner was an ass to Moreno. But that’s your only shot.” He waited until Kellan nodded in concession before continuing. “The day Brittany Martin’s body was found, we spoke to a woman who lives in one of the brownstones, a Pamela Markowski. Head of the neighborhood watch.” Weiss flipped the file folder open and passed it to Hollister, who happened to be closest.

      “Whoa. Fifty-four calls to the cops this year?”

      “Mmm hmm. She takes her position very seriously. She didn’t see Brittany the night she disappeared,” Weiss said, snapping the thread of hope that had just unwound in Isabella’s belly. “But she was pretty vocal about a guy from the power company who parked in front of her building and loitered for nearly forty minutes without doing, and I quote, ‘anything other than wasting air’.”

      “Sounds like our guy,” Garza said.

      “Also sounds like he’s got some explaining to do.” Sinclair looked at Weiss. “Ms. Markowski wouldn’t happen to have caught a license plate or ID number on this truck, would she?”

      Detective Weiss smiled, rekindling Isabella’s hope in full force as he lifted his cell phone and said, “I can do you one better. Not only did she write down both the plate and the truck’s ID number, but she snapped a photo of the guy.”
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      Kellan mopped the linoleum in the hallway outside Station Seventeen’s common room for the second time in ten hours. Not that the floor had gotten particularly dirty since he’d clocked in for his shift at oh-seven-hundred that morning, or that he’d done a less-than-stellar job the first time around—if the Army had taught him anything, it was how to keep his shit spic ‘n span. But engine had been surprisingly light on calls today, and if Kellan was left idle, he’d have far too much time to focus on the fact that the woman he was marrying in four days had spent the last twenty-four hours tirelessly trying to catch the criminal who had raped and murdered her cousin.

      Crap. Maybe the floors in the bunk room needed to be mopped, too. Just for giggles.

      “Hey, there you are!” January called out, her heels clicking over the mostly dry floor at the far end of the hallway. “I’ve got someone who’s been looking for you.”

      Kellan managed a laugh past his confusion. “Don’t get me wrong, J. I like Finn as much as the next person, but he’s your boyfriend. I’m pretty sure that means he’s here to see you.”

      January grinned at the tall, dark-haired guy who had been making his way down the hall next to her, and okay, yeah. Kellan might be a little pot/kettle when it came to being decidedly un-single, but January was a total goner for the hockey player who had moved back to Remington to join the hometown team after taking home the Cup last spring.

      “You’re right about that,” Finn said, moving to the side to reveal a serious but still smiling Isabella, who’d been walking quietly behind him. “But your visitor is prettier than I am, and I think you’ll be happier to see her than me.”

      Kellan ditched his mop and bucket in favor of a grin of his own as he met the trio just shy of the common room. “No offense, dude, but you’re not wrong,” he said to Finn before turning toward Isabella. “Hey. I didn’t know you were coming out.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call to give you a heads up,” Isabella said, letting Kellan fold her into a quick embrace. “This case has kept me running all day. Oh hell,” she added, scrunching up her nose and brows at the sound of an alert chiming from her cell phone. “I totally forgot I was supposed to stop by the florist and confirm the order and delivery details for the wedding. Ugh, and they’re only open for another half an hour.”

      January hooked a thumb over the shoulder of her bright red sweater. “Finn and I are on our way out. Do you want us to do it?”

      Isabella looked as relieved as Kellan felt. They might have been slow today, but he couldn’t risk leaving his engine-mates down a man, even for a pre-wedding errand as big as this one. No matter how much he wanted to make her life easier while she worked this case.

      “Oh my God, could you?” Isabella asked. “The deposit is already paid, so all you’d have to do is make sure they’ve got the order right and that it will arrive on time.”

      “Sure. Just email me all the details.” January held up her cell phone a minute after Isabella tapped out the particulars, a victorious smile on her face. “Annnd, got it.”

      “Thanks, you guys,” Kellan said, but Finn just waved him off with a laugh.

      “I seem to recall a certain fundraiser you helped us coordinate not that long ago. Seriously, don’t even worry about it. We’ve got this. See you two crazy kids at the wedding.”

      Kellan waited until the couple had made their way through the double doors leading out of the front of the fire house before returning his attention to Isabella. “So, how’s the case going?”

      “Slow,” she said, following Kellan a handful of steps farther down the hall and dropping her voice, presumably to keep their conversation as private as possible. “Capelli had to do a lot of work to clean up the photo from the neighborhood watch lady, and it took longer than we expected.”

      Well, shit. “I thought it was better than the ones from the city cam.”

      “It is,” Isabella agreed. “Just not by a whole lot, and the facial recognition programs take time even when the pictures are perfect, so it’s still running. The good news is, he feels pretty confident that now the photo is clear enough to get a hit if there’s a match in the DB.”

      “Pretty confident?” Kellan asked, and it earned him a smile—a small one, but he’d take it.

      “I believe the statistic he used was ninety-seven-point-nine percent.”

      Now Kellan smiled, too. “That sounds like Capelli. How about the electric company? Any luck there?”

      “Good news and bad.” She tugged a hand through her hair, and damn, he wished he could do something to erase some of the weariness from her eyes. “The bad is that the man in the photo doesn’t work for them. The manager said he’d never seen the guy in his life, and there was no maintenance scheduled for that neighborhood—emergency or otherwise—on the evening Brittany was kidnapped.”

      “Yeah, that isn’t great news.” It would’ve been a huge break if this guy had been easy to track down, and Kellan had known it—which meant Isabella and the rest of her team must’ve really known it. Still, no matter how careful this guy was, he also wasn’t invisible. “Do you think you’ll find anything in the truck, maybe?”

      Her tiny smile went for round two. “There’s the good news. That truck was used on a call the morning of Brittany’s disappearance, but it was marked as being returned to the lot at three PM that afternoon. Our guy obviously stole it on the down-low, but that’s a lot of trouble to go to just to blend in to a neighborhood where he didn’t belong.”

      “You think he used it to kidnap Brittany.” Kellan’s gut twisted. The only thing worse than a sick son of a bitch was a smart, sick son of a bitch.

      “We do.” Isabella nodded. “Especially since he returned it to the lot before the morning shift started the next day. The thing was never even marked missing.”

      “Christ, he really does want to stay under the radar.”

      “Yeah, well, CSU is combing the truck right now. Unfortunately, it’s gone on a few calls this week, so we don’t want to get our hopes up too high. But anything we can get at this point would be a gift. The team went through all the footage and recanvassed the neighborhood today, too. But between waiting for the photo software to find a match and the crime scene unit to find something in the truck, we’re kind of at a standstill right now. Sinclair booted all of us for an hour so we could get something to eat and take a brain break.”

      Kellan couldn’t help it. He knew she was tough, but this had to be raking her over a giant bed of red-hot emotional coals. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’ve had way more Red Bull than is probably prudent,” she said, managing a soft laugh that faded far too quickly. “But I just want to catch this guy. If we can match his DNA to the profile in Marisol’s case…”

      “What if you can’t?”

      Fuck, he hated the question, let alone the look of hurt it sent over her face. But he’d promised to have her back, and that meant looking out for her emotionally as well as physically.

      “Look, I’m not saying it would be from lack of effort,” Kellan said. “Clearly, you’re busting your ass on the case. But you yourself said the evidence connecting this crime to Marisol’s murder is speculative at best. I just don’t want it to send you down a dark road if Brittany’s killer doesn’t turn out to be the same guy who murdered your cousin.”

      For a second, Isabella just looked at him, her eyes glinting with uncertainty and fear and about a thousand other things in the fluorescent light spilling down from overhead, and shit. Shit! He should’ve kept his frigging mouth shut.

      But then she let out an exhale and slipped between his arms. “I don’t want that to happen, either. I have personal ties to this case, and that’s not something I can avoid or ignore.”

      She let the silence settle in for a breath, then another before pulling back to pin him with a stare. “But even if Marisol’s killer is never found, Brittany deserves justice. I owe it to her to find the man who hurt her, and I owe it to the women in this city to keep them safer. I want to find the monster who murdered my cousin.” Her voice didn’t waver despite her whisper-soft tone, and God, she was the strongest person Kellan had ever known. “But if this guy isn’t him, I’ll be okay.”

      “Okay.”

      “You believe me?” Isabella asked, and Kellan laughed, because it was either that or give in to his raging worry, and right now, she needed him to trust her.

      “Should I not?”

      “No, I just…you’re a little protective of me, is all. I’m not saying I mind,” she added, lifting a hand for emphasis. “I’m protective of you right back. I just thought that after everything we went through last year, you might be harder to convince.”

      Kellan’s heart squeezed, rattling faster beneath his long-sleeved RFD T-shirt, but still, he forked over the truth. “It’s because of everything we went through last year that I believe you,” he said, pulling her close. “Yes, I worry about you, and hell yes, I want you to find Marisol’s killer, but above all, I trust you. If you say you need help, I’ll be here to help you. If you say you’re good, I believe you’re good.”

      “What did I do to deserve you?” Isabella asked, her lips parting in the first genuine smile he’d seen from her in days.

      Kellan kissed her before answering. “For starters, you kind of saved me from being tortured and stabbed to death by a complete sociopath.”

      “You kind of saved me right back by living through it, you know.”

      “Let’s call it square and get married. What do you say?”

      “Deal.”

      He held her close, letting her lean on him literally and maybe even figuratively until a soft buzz made them both jump.

      “Ah, that’s me,” Isabella said, sliding her hand into the back pocket of her jeans to retrieve her cell phone. Her eyes widened as she read the message on the screen, her body kicking into motion less than a heartbeat later. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.”

      “Is everything okay?” Kellan asked, hoping like hell there had been a break in the case rather than another murder.

      Lucky for him, his Christmas wish came early as she answered with a determined nod.

      “Not only did Capelli get a hit on our guy, but CSU just found Brittany’s hair in the back of that utility truck. Which means everything is fucking stellar, because with those two leads, we just might catch this bastard after all.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Despite her best efforts to stay both rational and calm, Isabella destroyed her personal land-speed record between Station Seventeen and the Thirty-Third. She flashed her badge at the desk sergeant, her heart climbing the back of her throat as she swiped her ID card and hustled her way first through the metal detectors, then up the stairs leading to the intelligence office.

      “What’ve we got?” she asked Capelli, shouldering her way out of her leather jacket on her way past the threshold.

      “A definite match.” He pointed to the crime scene board, and if he was shocked to see her back so soon after he’d texted her with the update, he didn’t show it. “Gerald McManus, age forty-one. Currently an auditor for a large tech company in Memphis.”

      “Tennessee?” Can’t say she’d seen that coming.

      “Looks like it,” Sinclair said, entering the otherwise empty work space from the hallway leading to his office. He’d been equal opportunity about sending them all out for some down time. Of course, Isabella wasn’t really shocked that he and Capelli had—judging by the pair of empty takeout cartons peeking out of the trash can—stayed behind to monitor things while the rest of them refueled.

      She ordered her confusion into questions, starting with, “Then how did he pop in our database?”

      “It seems Gerald used to be a Remington resident,” Capelli said. “I had to reach pretty far into the DMV’s database, and he’s obviously older now, but the photo on his old driver’s license is a match. He’s our fake utility worker.”

      With a few keystrokes, the DMV photo of a definitely younger McManus appeared next to the enhanced cell phone image their neighborhood watch lady had taken, and wait… “How much older?”

      Capelli hesitated, but only long enough to send a lightning-fast glance at Sinclair, who lifted his chin in the barest nod. “Twelve years.”

      Oh…God.  “So, this guy lived here twelve years ago. When Marisol disappeared.”

      Isabella flattened her damp palms over her desk, trying to let the coolness of the metal anchor her as she pulled in a slow, deep breath. She couldn’t jump to conclusions. She couldn’t.

      No matter how much her heart was screaming at her to find this guy and drag him to the precinct by his teeth to find out if he’d murdered her cousin.

      “I’m still piecing everything together,” Capelli said. “But yes. According to the DMV, not only did McManus live in Remington when Marisol disappeared, but the address listed on his Remington driver’s license is a block away from where Brittany Martin was last seen.”

      “Moreno,” Sinclair said quietly, but she shook her head, adamant.

      “Are you telling me this man, who strongly appears to have stolen a utility vehicle in which our murder victim’s hair was found and been the last person to see her alive, also lived on the route my cousin was walking when she was kidnapped, raped, and strangled to death?”

      Sinclair’s nod barely registered past the dizzying whoosh of her pulse in her veins. “Yes. I just got off the phone with the lead tech at the crime scene unit. They’ll have to run more extensive DNA tests to reach federal standards for scientific certainty, but as of right now, the three strands of long blond hair that were found in the back of the utility truck are a preliminary match to Brittany Martin.”

      “Uh, Sarge?” Capelli said, his shoulders hitting the back of his desk chair with a thump. “You’re going to want to see this.”

      “What?” Isabella asked, her adrenal gland pumping at maximum capacity as Sinclair read whatever was on Capelli’s laptop screen, his shoulders snapping together beneath his plaid button-down.

      “Call everybody back here and get ready to go for a ride. The address on McManus’s old driver’s license is a brownstone currently belonging to a Pauline McManus.”

      Isabella’s lungs turned to sand. “Pauline McManus? Is that…”

      “His mother. And chances are, if he’s visiting from out of town, he’s at her place right now.”
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      “You’re backup only on this one.”

      Isabella froze against the passenger seat of the unmarked Dodge Charger, unable to keep her shock from morphing into extreme irritation as she swung toward her boss. “You cannot be serious.”

      Of course, he looked like he’d been born serious and had never let up. “I can, and I am,” Sinclair said, tipping his chin at the row of brownstones in front of them. The rest of the unit was assembled casually in front of the second house from the end, and apparently she was the last one to the here’s-how-this-is-going-to-go-down party. “Maxwell and Hale are doing the knock and talk to get McManus to the station, and Garza and Hollister are covering the exits just in case he gets squirrely and tries to bolt. But I want you in the shadows.”

      Not willing to go down without a fight, Isabella tried again. “I’m perfectly capable of bringing a person of interest down to the precinct.”

      “So are your colleagues,” Sinclair said, and hell. It wasn’t as if she could really argue that.

      Time for angle number two. “I’ve already told you I’m right side up on this case.”

      Sinclair nodded, double-checking his Glock before putting the thing safely back in its side holster and getting out of the car. “And I believe you, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. But your team has your back here, Moreno. Do me a favor and let them.”

      “Fine,” she muttered. Slumping against her seat, she took in her surroundings with care, watching as Sinclair and the rest of the team took their positions. Enough lights were shining on the main and second levels to suggest that at least one person was home, and Isabella’s heart pounded faster in her chest as she watched Maxwell place a solid knock over the brownstone’s glass and wood front door.

      I’ve got you, Mari. We’ve got you.

      The door opened. The glare of the streetlights thickened the shadows on the brownstone’s threshold, but she knew Sinclair, Garza, and Hollister had a better vantage point. God, she wanted nothing more than to get out of the freaking car, if for no other reason than to at least get better eyes on what the hell was happening. But the team was silent over the radio, more than half of them hidden neatly near any possible exit points, and any movement from her would only distract everyone and screw with the plan.

      Sinclair had told her she was backup. As much as she hated it—and oh, right now, she really fucking hated it—she needed to trust her team.

      Hale’s dark blond ponytail bobbed, an indicator that she was speaking with whomever had answered the door. Her demeanor was relaxed on the surface, but Isabella saw the subtle alertness in her fellow detective’s stance, knew how seamlessly Hale could give up a Vogue-worthy smile as she reached for her weapon to neutralize even the meanest threat. The conversation lasted for a few beats, and even though Isabella couldn’t hear it, she could probably recite it, syllable for syllable.

      We’ve just got a few questions for you. It would be so much easier if you came down to the station with us. Would you mind terribly? My boss is a stickler, really likes to make sure we stick to protocol. I’m sure you know how it goes.

      Maxwell turned on the threshold, the movement sending a pop of adrenaline through Isabella’s system. But he calmly stepped back, ushering an ordinary-looking, middle-aged man down the steps, and oh God.

      They got him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Isabella looked through the business end of the two-way mirror in the intelligence unit’s interrogation room, torn between disbelief and red-hot anger. With his sandy brown hair, average height and build, and nice-but-not-terribly-expensive slacks and button-down shirt, the man sitting at the table looked like he could be anyone. A teacher. Construction foreman. Accountant.

      But he wasn’t just anyone. He was the prime suspect in a brutal kidnapping/rape/murder, and there was a good chance he’d killed her cousin with his bare hands.

      Just like that, red-hot anger took the win.

      “Okay,” Sinclair said, sending his gaze around the narrow stretch of hall space where the team was currently assembled. “Just because McManus came in quietly doesn’t mean he’s a slam dunk. If he’s done what we think he’s done, he’s been outsmarting us for a very long time, and he knows it. Maxwell, Hale”—he swung toward the pair—“go at him carefully, but hard.”

      “Have you talked to the D.A.?” Isabella asked, and Sinclair’s nod wasn’t encouraging.

      “He wants something concrete to hold him on. So do me a favor, you two? Go get it.”

      “Copy that,” Maxwell said. Stepping forward, he moved into the interrogation room, waiting for Hale to follow before closing the door with a firm thump. Frustration burned in Isabella’s rib cage as the three of them went through the pleasantries, with Hale thanking McManus for coming down and Maxwell telling him they needed help with a case.

      She should be in there. She should be doing something other than standing here in the back hallway of their office, watching.

      She should be getting justice for Brittany, for her cousin.

      Please, let there be justice.

      “Do you live in Remington, Gerald?” Hale asked, her tone so innocent you’d never have a clue she was already up close and personal with the answer. “I’m sorry, is it okay if I call you Gerald? Mr. McManus seems so formal.”

      “Gerald is fine. And no. I’m currently living in Memphis,” he said with a polite smile.

      “Oh, I have family in Collierville. It’s so pretty there.” Damn, Hale was good. She’d even gotten her eyes to sparkle as she set up the whole of-course-you-can-trust-me angle. “So, if you live in Memphis, how come you’re in town?”

      McManus didn’t blink or budge, his hands folded calmly on the table in front of him. “My mother lives here. She fell and broke her hip two weeks ago, and I’m visiting through the holidays, helping make arrangements for her care and therapy while she recovers. Speaking of which, I still have a few things to take care of this evening, so…how can I help you?”

      Isabella’s gut twisted. This guy wasn’t going to be lured into a false sense of security. He was smart—calm and cordial, giving up just enough details to appear cooperative while not telling them anything they didn’t already know or couldn’t easily find out.

      Thankfully, Maxwell was…well, Maxwell. “There was a kidnapping in your mother’s neighborhood last week. Know anything about that?”

      “I don’t,” McManus said, his expression just concerned enough to pass muster. “Hopefully everything turned out alright?”

      “Were you at your mother’s house on Monday the twelfth?” Maxwell asked, and McManus bristled—just a fraction, but Isabella saw it—at Maxwell’s blatant non-answer.

      He sat up taller in his utilitarian metal chair. “I was in town.”

      Speaking of a non-answer. Maxwell arched a brow. “Yes, but what I asked was, were you at your mother’s house?”

      After a two-ton pause turned into ten tons of silence, Hale dug back in on the good-cop side of things. “Listen, Gerald, we’re just talking to residents and people who were in the area that evening. You know, trying to piece things together. Anything you can tell us might help.”

      “I’m sorry, Detective.” McManus’s smile made the hairs on the back of Isabella’s neck stand at full attention as he shifted his attention back toward Hale. “I wish I could assist with your case, but I’m sure I was at Remington Memorial with my mother on the twelfth.”

      “Have you ever worked for a power company? You know, like Hutton Gas and Electric, here in the city?” Maxwell asked, and Isabella had to hand it to McManus. He didn’t even flinch at the swerve in topic before shaking his head.

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Huh.” Maxwell lifted a file folder, pulling out an eight-by-ten printout of the photo snapped by the neighborhood watch lady and placing it face-up in the center of the table. “That’s weird, because that looks like you, wearing HGE coveralls and a baseball hat with their company logo on it. And you wanna know what’s even weirder? The lady who took this says she saw you loitering in front of her house on the evening of the twelfth, in the very same time window when that kidnapping went down.”

      “You mean she saw the man in the photo,” McManus said.

      “Looks an awful lot like you,” Maxwell replied through his teeth, sliding McManus’s DMV photo from the file folder for a side-by-side comparison with the picture Capelli had enhanced.

      But McManus just shrugged. “This picture looks pretty fuzzy to me. And comparing it to a twelve-year-old image from, what? An old driver’s license? Is that why I’m sitting here? Because it seems like there’s a lot of gray area if all you’ve got is a picture of someone who”—he frowned down at the photo—“may or may not really look like me and, as far as I can tell, isn’t doing anything illegal.”

      Dread filled Isabella’s belly like ice water. “Sam,” she started, but Sinclair shook his head as Maxwell continued.

      “Our facial recognition software didn’t seem to think there was a lot of gray area between the photos at all. In fact, it listed them as a match.”

      “Hmm. Certainly those facial recognition programs aren’t foolproof?” McManus asked, the haughty lift of his light brown brows saying he knew the answer before Maxwell answered.

      “No. They’re not.”

      “And things that aren’t foolproof can create…what’s the phrase you use? Ah, right. Reasonable doubt. Especially if there’s no other evidence to support a claim.”

      Maxwell ground out, “Theoretically.”

      “Well, then, there you have it. Even if I was on that street—and, for the record, I’m not saying I was—I’d bet dozens of other people were, too. You need a whole lot more than proximity to arrest me for something as serious as a kidnapping. Since I’m not under arrest…” McManus paused, his smile growing smug as hell when all Maxwell could do was gnash his teeth rather than whip out his bracelets. “I assume you don’t have anything other than highly circumstantial evidence that any lawyer worth his or her salt would be able to discredit in about ten minutes. So, if that’s all, am I free to go?”

      “Not yet,” Maxwell bit out, turning toward the interrogation room door. He cursed his way through it a nanosecond later, with Hale on his heels.

      “Tell me you got something while I was in there sharing air with that motherfucker,” Maxwell hissed.

      Sinclair’s head shake made Isabella’s gut pitch. “Capelli’s leaning on CSU for more on the truck, but McManus’s prints aren’t on file anywhere. Even if we did have them, there are dozens of different prints in and on the truck, all of which have to be run and ruled out.”

      “I talked to the head nurse at the rehab facility at Remington Memorial,” Hollister said, and only then did Isabella realize he’d slipped down the hallway to make the call, probably as soon as McManus had disclosed his reason for being back in town. “They don’t keep a log of when visitors come and go. The nurse said McManus has been there every day, but she couldn’t say for sure exactly when. Visiting hours go until eight PM.”

      “So he’s got no alibi,” Isabella said. God, this was starting to smell worse and worse by the second.

      “That’s not how he’s going to spin it.”

      She turned toward Sinclair in shock. No way. No way. He couldn’t possibly be considering… “You can’t let him walk.”

      “Well, I can’t arrest him, either,” Sinclair said quietly. “As sanctimonious as he is, he’s not wrong, and the D.A. was clear. She wants a clean arrest. We book him now, with what we’ve got? It’ll only strengthen the argument that we’re reaching.”

      Isabella’s heart threatened to rip from her chest. “Brittany’s hair was found in the truck, Sam. And I don’t care what kind of bullshit he’s spinning about the reliability of facial recognition. That science is legit. He was right fucking there!”

      “My gut knows that as well as yours does, Moreno. But we have no photos of him actually in that utility truck. No fingerprints anywhere on it. No DNA. Nothing. Unless CSU comes up with something new or by some miracle he confesses, the best we can do is let him stew for an hour before we have to cut him loose.”

      “No.” Anger formed in her veins, hot and unrelenting. “That’s not the best we can do. We promised to find who killed this girl. We can’t let him walk. He’s done this before. He’ll do it again.”

      Isabella’s hands shook as she did a desperate mental search for something—anything—that would prove what her instincts had been screaming ever since they’d started piecing this case together. The words she’d just spoken echoed in her head, bouncing around before settling in.

      He’s done this before…before…before…

      Her head whipped up. “Oh my God.”

      “You have something?” Sinclair asked, and Isabella barely heard the words past the floodgates that had just been opened in her brain.

      I promised to take care of you, Mari. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

      “I think I have just what we need to nail this son of a bitch. But you’re going to have to trust me to get it.
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      Isabella tucked the stack of file folders in the crook of her elbow and mashed down on her nerves with all her might. She might have come up with this plan quickly, but she knew it was sound. She knew it would work.

      It had to.

      “You ready?” Hollister asked, his voice low and his expression more serious than she’d ever seen it, and Isabella answered honestly.

      “I am. I can do this.”

      “Okay,” Sinclair said, walking down the hallway with a tall redhead in a stylish yet professional suit and heels beside him. “You remember A.D.A. Presley Winston.”

      Isabella nodded at the woman. “Thanks for coming down on such short notice.”

      “To catch the guy who committed this crime? It’s my pleasure. Your boss has gotten me up to speed.” Presley pushed her glasses higher over the bridge of her nose as she looked through the two-way mirror. “If McManus is guilty, we’re going to need a confession to make this case airtight. I’m sure it goes without saying that any hint of coercion will get whatever he says in there tossed.”

      “I’m only here for the truth,” Isabella said. “But don’t worry. I will get it.”

      The A.D.A nodded. “I hope you do.”

      Isabella reached for the doorknob, her hands steady even though the rest of her wasn’t. Walking into the interrogation room, she shut the door behind her, lingering just outside of McManus’s line of sight long enough for him to give in to the aggravation she’d watched mounting on his face for the last thirty minutes.

      “I’ve been sitting here for over an hour! This is outrageous. You have no right—”

      His words died abruptly as she walked to the spot across the table from him. “I apologize for the wait. My name is Detective Isabella Moreno, and I have just a few more questions for you before we let you go. Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Oh.” McManus stared at her, his shock obvious. Just as Isabella had known it would be. “Well, I suppose not.”

      She managed a demure smile, although she had no idea how. “Great, thanks,” she said, settling into the empty chair. “Before we start, I should let you know you’re entitled to have a lawyer present.”

      Her fingers tightened over the file folders still in her grasp. She was banking on McManus’s ego being bigger than his brain. Now she just had to pray her gamble would pay off.

      “It’s only a few questions, and as I told your colleagues, I have nothing to hide. I’m sure a lawyer won’t be necessary,” he said, but not even the way he’d folded his hands and cleared his throat could hide the sheen of sweat that had just bloomed over his forehead or the way he was still blinking at her as he continued to stare.

      Isabella manufactured a look of concern. “Are you okay, Mr. McManus? Can I get you some water?”

      “No, I…” He shook his head before firming up his shoulders and seeming to regain his calm. “You look like someone I know, is all.”

      Steady, girl. Don’t let him rock you. “Hmm. Must be a coincidence. Kind of like this mix-up with the photos.”

      Isabella used her free hand to tap the two eight-by-tens Maxwell had left on the table, and McManus frowned.

      “There’s no way you can say with one hundred percent certainty that this is me, and you definitely can’t prove I kidnapped anyone.”

      “You’re right about the photo. It’s only a ninety-eight percent match.” She waited for him to pale at the statistic before cranking the vise a little tighter. “As for being able to prove you kidnapped anyone…I’m going to have to disagree with you, there. In fact, I think I can do one better and argue that not only did you kidnap someone, but you repeatedly raped and murdered her.”

      “You have no proof of that,” McManus said. But a tiny crack had formed in his smug exterior, and it was exactly what Isabella needed in order to pounce.

      “Maybe not for the girl who was murdered last week.” Isabella made sure to punctuate the sentence with an unspoken yet before reaching for the file folder on the top of her stack. “But you haven’t always been so careful, have you? See, I did a little digging, and it turns out you’ve lived in a lot of places since you left town twelve years ago. Memphis”—the top folder hit the table with a firm snap, the others following suit as she listed them off, one by one—“Jackson. Birmingham. Atlanta. Jacksonville. Charleston. Raleigh. And do you want to know what they all have in common besides you?”

      “I imagine the list is long,” McManus said, but half of his bluster had given way to unease.

      Isabella took full advantage despite the fact that she had more adrenaline in her veins than blood. “Maybe, but the item on that list that I find the most curious is that every single one of these cities has an unsolved kidnapping, rape, and murder of a young woman that happened just weeks before you moved away. And the most interesting part of all is that the M.O. for all nine crimes is exactly the same. Fourteen-year-old girls taken from a city street. Kept for three days. Raped and strangled by someone’s bare hands.”

      “That’s a coincidence.”

      “An unfortunate one for you,” Isabella pressed. “See, you might have gotten good at this over the years, learning how to hop from state to state to avoid triggers within databases and taking extra measures to blend in and stay off the radar. But that first time, twelve years ago?” Isabella’s heart slammed as she took the last file folder and placed it on top of the others. “You left DNA on your victim when you raped her.”

      McManus’s eyes widened as she flipped to the report that backed up her words as the truth, but oh, his survival instinct was made of Kevlar. “This case is twelve years old. Surely the DNA tests from over a decade ago are considered ancient history now.”

      “Actually, they’re not. The DNA found on that victim was tested to federal standards, which are not only highly accurate, but they’re the same now as they were then. Thirteen markers in all. Do you want to know how I know?”

      He didn’t answer out loud even though his expression told Isabella he knew exactly what she was about to say. Hell, with the way she and Mari had always been mistaken for sisters, he had to have known it since the minute he’d put eyes on her.

      I have your back, Marisol.

      “I know, because the victim was my cousin,” Isabella said, her voice calm and certain despite the raw, reckless emotion that wanted to make her grab McManus out of his chair and show him what it felt like to be scared for his life.

      But this was about justice. Not revenge. Sinclair and the D.A. had trusted her to do her job.

      And now, after twelve years, she was going to put Marisol’s murder to rest.

      “See, I’ve had this case file memorized for a decade, so I know every tiny detail inside this folder. You kidnapped my cousin twelve years ago, then you raped her and strangled her and left her body in a basement, just like you did to all of these other women. My team is combing these cases as we speak, and we will tie you to every last one of them closely enough to have you arrested before bedtime.”

      Whether it was her words or her wildly certain tone, Isabella couldn’t be sure, but McManus had been stunned into silence.

      So she continued, “Once you’re arrested, we shouldn’t have a problem getting a judge sign off on a DNA test. You and I both know the DNA will match. Just like we both know I will do every single thing in my power to make sure you’re charged with all nine of these crimes. So really, Gerald. Tell the truth so these families can have closure. The D.A. might go easier on you if you do.”

      Isabella sat perfectly still in her chair, forcing herself not to flinch or blink or move for the longest minute of her life.

      And then McManus said, “You look so much like her. I remember all nine of them, you know. What they looked like. How they smelled. What they sounded like when they begged me not to hurt them. I remember snapping each of their necks and dumping them in those dark, dirty basements like it was yesterday.”

      Oh God. Oh God, she’d done it. He’d confessed.

      Isabella barely had time to process the thought before the door opened and Sinclair made his way inside. But rather than taking McManus into custody, he simply handed her a pair of handcuffs.

      “This one is yours,” he said.

      She’d waited for this day for twelve years. She wasn’t waiting any longer. “Gerald McManus, you’re under arrest for the kidnapping, rape, and murder of Marisol Pérez and the kidnapping, rape, and murder of Brittany Martin.”

      She made her way through Mirandizing him with care before cuffing him and handing him off to Maxwell and Garza, who had entered the room with Sinclair. Her heart pressed against her ribs, adrenaline and shock and pure emotion winging through her fast enough to make her dizzy.

      “Isabella!”

      The familiar voice cut through the haze in her mind, filling her with relief. “Kellan? What are you doing here?”

      He stepped all the way into the room to grab her in a firm embrace, but it was Sinclair who ended up answering the question as Kellan let go.

      “I called in a favor with Bridges. Thought after this, you might need the moral support. Take all the time you need. And, Moreno?” His steely eyes softened, a small smile framing his mouth. “You did real good tonight.”

      Kellan waited until Sinclair had made his way out of the room before turning to look at her. “Did you get the guy?”

      “Yeah.” Tears pricked at her eyes as the truth settled in, and she slid her arms around Kellan, holding on tight. “We got the guy.”

      And then she leaned on him, letting him hold her up completely as she started to cry.
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      Kellan examined his reflection in the mirror in the small room at the front of the church, wanting nothing more than for the next few minutes to fly by so they could get this show on the road. The last three days had been a blur of last-minute preparations, family gatherings, and early holiday celebrations, and even though he and Isabella had spent much of that time together, he’d barely seen her alone since the night she’d arrested McManus and fallen apart in his arms.

      After the interview that had resulted in his confession, McManus had cooperated with both his attorney and the D.A.’s office, agreeing to plead guilty to all nine crimes in exchange for no death penalty. Since he’d also agreed to serve consecutive life sentences with no chance of parole, both the D.A. and Isabella had been okay with that. Telling her family that they’d finally found Marisol’s killer had been emotional as hell, of course. But the closure seemed to have calmed Isabella, enough that she’d agreed—albeit grudgingly as hell—to let her team have her back so she could take a little extra well-earned time off.

      God, he and Isabella had come so far from the people they’d once been, both so guarded and wary and alone. Now Kellan couldn’t live without her, and she trusted him to have her back, to hold her up when she needed him most.

      Talk about full circle.

      “Hey!” Kylie poked her head past the door, a giant smile on her face. “Merry Christmas and happy wedding day! Can I come in?”

      Kellan laughed. “Do you even have to ask?”

      “Eh, good point.” She scooped up the hem of her long, dark red dress, the material swishing softly as she made her way across the room. “I thought you might want a little company since Devon’s dealing with the ushers.”

      “Sure.” He turned, letting her straighten his tie. The scent of roses and pine needles wafted up from the lapel of his charcoal-colored suit jacket as Kylie smoothed her hands over the fabric, and she turned suddenly and noticeably pale.

      “What’s the matter?” Kellan grabbed her hands, stilling her motions. “And don’t insult me with a ‘nothing’. Your face is the color of those Christmas lilies over there.”

      “Ugh, no flowers,” she said, covering her mouth with one hand. “I refuse to throw up right before you get married.”

      His gut perked with worry. Kylie might be an adult, and a highly accomplished, fiercely smart one at that, but she was always going to be his younger sister. “Are you sick? I can go see if Quinn and Luke are here yet.” The paramedics were the best around.

      “I don’t think Quinn and Luke have anything that’ll fix this,” Kylie said, biting her lip, and what was that look on her face?

      “Don’t be silly, Ky. If you have some sort of stomach bug, I’m sure we can—”

      “I don’t have a stomach bug, Kellan. I’m pregnant.”

      And whoa. “You’re what?”

      “I’m ten weeks pregnant,” she said with a soft laugh. “I was going to wait until after you and Isabella got back from your honeymoon to tell you, but between my queasiness and the fact that I needed the seamstress to work some serious voodoo on this dress last night to have a prayer of getting into it, Isabella just figured it out.”

      “She is a detective,” Kellan allowed, still blinking past his shock. “So, wow. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. I don’t mean to hijack your wedding, but…well, it was kind of killing us not to tell you.”

      “You’re not hijacking anything,” he said, angling the flower on his suit jacket away from her before leaning down to fold her into a hug. “This is great news. You and Devon are going to be parents.” As weird as the thought was, it was also pretty cool. “You know I’m going to be the crazy uncle who loads this kid up with sugar and buys him drum sets and video games that make all the annoying noises, right?”

      Kylie laughed, and man, it looked like he wasn’t the only one who had come full circle. “You might want to wait until she’s bigger than a cherry tomato for that. Also, just remember. What goes around comes around. I’ll save those drums for when it’s your turn.”

      “You want to let me get married first? I mean, I am already in the suit.”

      As if on cue, Devon opened the door. “Hey, you two. It’s time.”

      “Go,” Kylie said, tears rimming her big, blue eyes. “Go get your girl, big brother.”

      She kissed them both before heading to the hallway leading to the back of the church. Devon tipped his head, his grin unmistakable as he asked, “You ready?”

      “Since the day I first laid eyes on her, man.”

      A few more minutes had them at the front of the church, standing beside the minister. Even Kellan, who had never much cared for a whole lot of fanciness or fuss, had to admit that the church looked pretty, with pine wreaths at the end of every pew and snowy-white candles sending a glow over the stained glass. He caught sight of his fellow firefighters, a smile moving over his face as he nodded first at Gamble, then at Shae and Slater and Quinn and all the guys on squad. Everyone from the intelligence unit was there, too, and January and Finn were arm in arm, rounding out the bunch. Soft music drifted from overhead as Isabella’s parents walked down the aisle and lit a candle at the front of the church, her mother stopping to plant a quick kiss on Kellan’s cheek before taking her seat. Kylie did the same, giving up an exaggerated wink to go with it that made him and the other churchgoers laugh.

      The music changed to the bridal march, and Kellan’s heart stuttered in his chest at the sight of Isabella standing at the back of the church. Her dress was lacy but not overdone, hugging every one of the curves he loved before tapering down to a wider skirt below her knees. The material must have had tiny beads sewn into the lace, because every time she moved—even slightly—the fabric glinted and glimmered, making her look like an angel. Her dark hair was pulled back in an understated knot with wisps breaking loose to frame her face, and oh God, she was so beautiful that it actually hurt.

      But then she caught his eye, grinning that wild grin that never failed to steal his breath and make him fall in love with her all over again, and Kellan couldn’t stop his feet from kicking into motion. A muted gasp rippled through the church, the sound quickly turning to a collective sigh when his path became clear.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to come to you,” Isabella said, her eyes full of laughter as he met her halfway down the aisle.

      “I know, but I love you, and I couldn’t wait another second to start our forever.”

      She smiled, reaching out for his hand and squeezing it tight. “Well, I can’t think of a better way to begin than together. You wanna get married?”

      Kellan squeezed her back, knowing that as long as he had Isabella, he’d never need anything else.

      “I do.”
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      Okay, so driving the ambulance was just weird. Not that Quinn was pioneering new territory by sliding behind the wheel, because she’d talked Parker into letting her drive way more than once over the last half-decade. But the passenger seat was broken in just the way she liked it, with the perfect ratio of support to cushion, and ugh, how did Parker last for even one shift on this slab of concrete?

      Quinn let out an exhale and tamped down her inner voice with a steady shot of suck it up, buttercup. Yes, she hated that Parker was hurt, and yes, she really hated that there was nothing she could do to help him. She had to focus on what was in front of her, though, which meant taking care of whoever was on the other end of this call with Slater as her partner.

      The thought made her belly tighten with twin feelings of excitement and curiosity. She’d known he’d probably take the assignment to ambo as seriously as he took everything else—which was to say that on a scale of one to ten, he was going to clock in at about a forty-two. What Quinn hadn’t been expecting was the reveal on his sister, which—while it wasn’t some huge go-viral-on-the-Internet-style bombshell—still had to make her wonder.

      What other surprises was he hiding beneath that wickedly sexy turnout gear and serious ice-blue stare?

      “Isn’t engine supposed to go with us on person-down calls?” Slater asked from the passenger seat beside her, and okay, she needed a super-sized reality check. For God’s sake, she’d been around turnout gear on a regular basis for the last five years straight. Never once had the word ‘sexy’ entered the equation.

      “Not always,” Quinn said, and at least her voice was normal even though the rest of her had clearly filed for temporary insanity. “They’ve almost certainly got their hands full with that brush fire, and we’re not headed to a rough part of the city.” If the call had come in from North Point, dispatch would’ve either sent them with a police escort or pulled the guys from Station Twenty-Nine to back them up, just in case. Granted, this one looked like it was a bit close to the fringe, but she’d been on a bazillion medical calls with no backup, and had never had so much as a hiccup.

      “Most person-down calls are no big deal anyway, especially in heat like this,” she continued. “Someone probably just got a little dizzy mowing their lawn or taking a jog. Fifty bucks says we get back to the house before engine does.”

      Slater gave up a half-smile that did nothing to un-sexy the whole turnout gear fantasy in her head. “I’m going to hold you to that, just so you know. But in the meantime, what should I be doing here?” He gestured to the dashboard unit, which was currently giving them an ETA of seven minutes.

      “Just keep your eye on any updates from dispatch. They’ll come through on the screen. Anything urgent will come in over the radio, just like on engine. But other than that, just be ready to grab your first-in bag when we get there.”

      “Copy that.”

      Quinn navigated their route according to the GPS, her brain adjusting to the new punch list of being the lead paramedic even though the rest of her wanted to give the idea the finger. Guiding the ambulance down a long stretch of road lined with boarded-up warehouses and storefronts that looked like they’d been long-abandoned, she finally pulled to a stop in front of a plain, two-story building flanked by an alley on one side and a pair of industrial garage bays on the other. A weather-faded sign marked the place as HENDERSON SHIPPING AND SUPPLIES, a much newer-looking one warning that trespassers would be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. Quinn scanned the scene, her pulse doing its usual get-up-and-go despite the deep breath she took to set her focus.

      “Okay. Looks like this is it. Eleven-forty Beaumont,” she said, triple-checking the crooked black numbers nailed beside the front door, then grabbing up the radio to call in their arrival. “Ambulance Twenty-Two to dispatch. We are on-scene at eleven-forty Beaumont Place. Over.”

      “Dispatch to Ambulance Twenty-Two, copy your location. Over.”

      Slater sent a wary look through the windshield. “Are you sure? This place looks totally abandoned,” he said, and funny, Quinn couldn’t disagree.

      Still. “Could be kids who were messing around in one of these old buildings and got hurt. Or a squatter who OD’d, maybe. But someone called for help. We just need to figure out who, and why.”

      She got out of the ambo, heading to the side storage compartment for the first-in bag she’d thankfully stocked just before they’d hauled out of the fire house. Slater was on the ball enough to have mimicked her movements on his side of the ambulance—nice—and they met up behind the vehicle.

      “You want to take the gurney in?” Slater asked, but Quinn eyeballed their surroundings in a brisk assessment and shook her head.

      “Getting it over this gravel will slow us down too much. Let’s see what we’re dealing with first.”

      He swiveled a stare over the building, his blue eyes narrowing in the over-bright sunlight beating down from overhead. “Copy that.”

      They fell into step together, their boots crunching and popping over the rough gravel path serving as a walkway through the weed-choked grass. A sheen of sweat formed on Quinn’s brow before they’d even reached the battered steel door to the building, and she pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from the stash in her pocket before pushing her way inside.

      “Hello?” Her eyes struggled to adjust to the shadows of the space. “Did someone call for an ambulance?”

      Annnnd nothing. The building, which appeared to be some sort of warehouse, opened to a large front room littered with old wooden shipping crates and enough trash and empty beer cans to make Quinn’s radar ping.

      “Keep your eyes open for squatters,” she murmured, and Slater nodded from beside her.

      “Paramedics” he tried, his deeper voice echoing eerily off the walls and the dust-encrusted windows set high above ground level. “We’re here to help. Call out.”

      “Stop right there and let me see those hands. Right fucking now.”

      The words were so incongruous with anything Quinn had ever heard that for a second, her brain straight-up refused to process them. Then she turned and saw the snub-nosed gun in the man’s hand, the blood covering his once-white shirt, the wild flash of menace in his pitch-black eyes, and fear turned her blood to pure ice.

      “I…I…”

      The man took a swift step toward her from his spot behind a shipping crate, reducing her stammer to a strangled cry. “I didn’t say you could talk, bitch. Now shut up and let me see your fucking hands!”

      Quinn’s arms complied, raising out of sheer survival instinct. Oh God. Oh God, oh God.

      “Radios,” the man bit out, the thick black ink of the snake tattoo on his forearm flexing over his dark brown skin as he jerked the gun between her and Slater. “Both of you. Nice and easy, or I’ll blow your goddamn heads off.”

      She chanced a fast, shaky glance at Slater, who had angled himself slightly in front of her on the dirty concrete floor.

      “Quinn.”

      His voice was quiet, barely a breath in the tight space between them. Yet somehow it managed to penetrate the fear keeping her rooted into place. With trembling fingers, she lifted the radio strapped to her shoulder, ducking out of the thing and tossing it to the ground.

      Think, think. She had to stop panicking and think. “Are…are you hurt?”

      A muscle in the man’s jaw ticked, and he thrust the gun toward her with enough intention to make her pulse go ballistic in her veins. “What did I tell you about not talking?”

      “She’s just trying to help you,” Slater said softly. “If you’re bleeding, we can take care of that. No questions asked.”

      The man dropped his chin, the mention of the blood making him even more agitated even though Quinn couldn’t detect any visible injury to attribute it to.

      “You’re gonna take care of it, alright. See, this blood ain’t mine. It’s my brother’s. He got shot, and you’re gonna fix him up.”

      “Okay.” Slater’s voice was low and steady, right there next to her, and the sound of it allowed Quinn to exhale, just the tiniest bit. “We can do that. You don’t need the gun.”

      The snake tattoo jerked again, harder this time. So much for being able to breathe.

      “Yeah, I do. Because my brother is at a safe house, and this here is a kidnapping. You’re both comin’ with me, and you’re either gonna save his life, or I’m gonna end yours.”

      Fear climbed the back of Quinn’s throat, hot, involuntary tears burning behind her eyelids. But Tattoo Guy either didn’t notice, or—more likely, since he was, you know, pointing a freaking gun at her—didn’t care.

      “Listen real careful, ’cause I’m only saying this once. The three of us are gonna get in that ambulance of yours and put it in the alley beside this building, all nice and out of sight. Then we’re gonna take a ride in my car, and you’re gonna patch Jayden up real good. You even think of bein’ a hero”—he paused to nail Slater with a glare that made Quinn’s hair stand on end—“and I will shoot her in the face so many times, her dental records won’t even have a prayer of holding up. And if you run”—she felt Tattoo Guy’s stare on her like a living, slithering thing—“I’ll do the same thing to him. You hear me?”

      Quinn nodded. Slater must have, too, because the next thing she knew, Tattoo Guy was ordering them to turn around. Stepping up behind them, he pushed the gun between Quinn’s shoulder blades. The cold, unforgiving press of steel made her flinch as her heart slammed even faster, but she forced the thought of the gun and the images that went with it all the way out of her brain.

      Okay. Okay. This is still a call, with a patient who needs help. You know how to do this. You can do this. You’re going to be fine.

      She repeated the words in her head with every step toward the ambo even though she knew deep down they were a lie. She’d been around patients who were combative. People who had tried to hit her, bite her, and threatened to kill her if she so much as laid a pinky finger on their pulse point. But this was different. This man had a gun jammed directly over her spine, just behind her heart.

      Quinn knew the sort of damage the weapon would inflict. She knew it would rip through flesh. Bones. Organs. She knew it could take long, terrifying minutes to bleed out from even the deadliest of wounds. She knew, because she’d seen it happen.

      And now it was going to happen to her.
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