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Chapter 1

Hawk's gaze slid over his wife, Vivian. She was across the grand ballroom, barely visible between the other couples moving around her and her adoptive father on the dance floor, and yet she was all he could see. To him, a light of beauty and radiance seemed to surround her, drawing his eye. He sipped at his scotch and water and leaned against a column near the dessert table, his gaze traveling down her body, over her full breasts to linger on her sexy bump. He never would have thought being pregnant could make her more beautiful, but it had, turning her willowy, lithe form voluptuous and captivating. Her skin shone, her hair fell thick and long down her back, and her body moved with sensuous grace.

That was his baby in there, turning her from wife to mother. Or babies. The doctor had said the chances she was carrying more than one were high but Vivian hadn't wanted multiple ultrasounds just to confirm the presence of more than one baby. Hawk smiled as he thought of her natural confidence. He was nervous as hell at the thought that they might be having twins. Or triplets? He needed to remember his wife was a triplet. Could he handle three babies? Could he even handle one? He felt an anxious pounding of his heartbeat in his ears and took a deep breath, focusing on his wife again. As long as he was with her, he could do it.

Movement at the door caught his attention. He swiveled to examine the late-comer. Old habits die hard. He relaxed as soon as he saw it was just Craig, but he didn't have Emma with him, and he wasn't even dressed up. His black shirt, khaki pants, and work boots said he came straight from the office. Which was strange. They didn't have any overtime work these days. The Oberlin investigation was almost wrapped up. Their senate committee hearing to put the case to bed was in two weeks, the day after Vivian's twenty week ultrasound.

And then what? his mind mused for the two-hundredth time. Quit the FBI? Become a full time father? It sure would be safer. But was it what he wanted? He didn't know. There was a good chance he would be moved out of Westwood Harbor once the investigation was complete. Did he want that? Could he—

Hawk's thoughts cut off mid-sentence as Craig noticed him and raised a hand to him, then headed his way. Hawk lifted his chin, immediately noticing another eleventh-hour party-goer coming in the door. Hawk's eyes narrowed and he searched the man's silhouette for tell-tale bulges that would indicate a gun hidden somewhere under the four thousand dollar Brioni suit he was wearing. Old habits again ...

Hawk saw no indication of a weapon but that didn't mean the guy wasn't carrying. He looked both out of place and perfectly at home here at Vivian's parent's fortieth wedding anniversary. He even looked familiar, but Hawk couldn't put a name or job with the face. He looked too young to be a politician, and too unfamiliar to be a family friend. He would ask Vivian if she knew him.

Craig stopped in front of him, then flagged down a waiter and swiped all the beef tartare off his tray with one scoop. Hawk smirked at his friend and co-worker. Craig was always the life of these fancy parties. The waiter he had robbed moved away, his scandalized gaze still on Craig like Craig might steal his tray too and hit him over the head with it.

"Hey," Craig said around a bite of beef tartare. "Emma can't make it. She's commanding at a monster warehouse fire on the East side."

Hawk heard the proud note in Craig's voice. He was Emma's biggest supporter and still told everyone who would listen about Emma's promotion to Lieutenant in the fire department.

Hawk nodded. "Is that where you've been?"

Craig finished his first tartare and started working on a second one. "Yeah, and I promised I'd bring her dinner so I can't stay long. Apologize to Vivian and her parents for me."

Hawk grunted in the affirmative. The music stopped, and the couples on the dance floor broke up. Hawk turned to watch his wife again while Craig finished his beef tartare and turned to the dessert table.

Hawk saw his father-in-law kiss Vivian lightly on the cheek and then excuse himself. Vivian smiled and then turned Hawk's way, her eyes searching for him, a hungry look on her face. Hawk raised a hand to catch her attention and felt a stirring behind his zipper at her obvious beauty. He'd been slightly uncomfortable the first few weeks after they'd discovered she was pregnant, not wanting to hurt her or the baby during sex, but then her hormones kicked in and her new sex-hungry nature had driven all worries out of his mind. She couldn't get enough of him, even more than usual. She was attacking him before he went to work in the mornings and even coming down to his office at lunchtime, locking his door, pushing him back in his chair, taking out his cock—

Hawk's thoughts were interrupted again, this time by a man rushing over to talk to Vivian. It was the man who had entered after Craig. Hawk didn't like the look on his face as he opened his mouth and said something to Vivian. He looked way too interested in her. Hawk's eyes narrowed and he stepped forward, pulling his bulk off the column he had been leaning on. What was this guy's deal?

Hawk couldn't hear the words that were being spoken between Vivian and the man but it looked like he had asked her a question, then another. Vivian said a few words and the man started talking again. Hawk checked his wife's face and saw her eyes widen slightly and her mouth pinch like she was uncomfortable. Hawk began to stalk that way, his blood heating, his eyes never leaving the exchange.

The man looked down and Hawk saw his eyes linger on Vivian's breasts for a moment before dropping to her pregnant belly. A bolt of anger shot through Hawk's chest.

The guy's hand reached out as if he were going to touch Vivian's baby bump, ignoring Vivian as she shrank and took a step backwards. Hawk saw red and broke into a jog. Someone was gonna get hurt.

 

***

 

Vivian bumped into someone behind her and couldn't move any farther. The man in front of her never stopped advancing. He took a step forward and suddenly his hand was there, touching her, only the material of her dress between her and him. Vivian's stomach turned at his poor manners and her skin crawled at his touch. She hadn't even had time to tell him she didn't want him to touch her before he was doing it.

Suddenly Hawk was there, his bulk solid and comforting, and the man's hand was off of her stomach. Hawk had snatched the man's hand away from her and was now squeezing it as hard as he could, bending the wrist backwards, his mouth set in a grim line, his teeth clenched tightly, a vein popping in his forehead. Vivian's eyes flew to the man who had dared touch her. He was dropping down almost to one knee, trying to alleviate the immense pressure on his wrist. His face red and surprised, his eyes bulging, he tried to say something but all that came from his throat was a slight whistling sound.

"Hawk," Vivian said, plucking at his arm, glad he was there, but not wanting him to break the man's arm.

Craig showed up, pushing his way through the couples who were starting to turn to look at them. Craig glowered at the man and towered over the top of him, looking like he didn't really know what was going on, but he didn't care—he was on Hawk's side.

Someone gasped and Vivian saw Hawk put more pressure on the man's wrist. "The lady didn't want you to touch her," he growled.

Vivian pressed against him and grabbed his arm. "Hawk, it's OK, let him go. You're hurting him."

"Damn right I'm hurting him," Hawk said through clenched teeth, his voice low and dangerous.

Vivian saw the man's face grow almost purple from the strain. She was about to try again when Hawk let the man go with a shove. Vivian breathed a sigh of relief. Hawk had always been protective of her, but now that she was pregnant he was turning into a real bear. She could hardly leave the house without an escort. This was the first time he had accosted someone though.

Vivian watched as the guy who had made the poor decision to touch her without making sure she was OK with it regained his footing. He rubbed his wrist and his eyes narrowed, his hateful, icy stare on Hawk. Vivian tensed. The man looked familiar to her but she couldn't quite place him. Something about his light blue eyes made her think she should know him. He was just over six feet tall, not quite as tall as Hawk. She could tell he wasn't scrawny under his expensive suit, but he certainly didn't have the muscular build that Hawk did. She hoped there wouldn't be a scene, a fight even. It was her parent's wedding anniversary party and she didn't want anything to ruin it. All the same, she was glad Hawk had stepped in. The guy had given her the creeps.

Hawk stared back, openly, his face daring the man to challenge him. His expensive, tailored suit did nothing to detract from his ferocity. Craig stepped next to Hawk, looking just as big and even meaner, his mouth set in a grim line. Vivian's eyes flew to the poor man they were staring down. She certainly wouldn't want to get on their bad side. He had to be terrified.

The man turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd. Hawk relaxed slightly and Vivian blew out a breath.

"It's OK, it's all over," Craig told the couple closest to him, an elderly pair dressed to impress. "He spilled some wine on me. No big deal. It'll wash out." Craig made a show of brushing off his work clothes and Vivian held back a giggle. Hawk watched his friend and Vivian saw Hawk's muscles release their angry tension. Thank goodness.

The people watching them turned away, back to their own conversations. Craig stepped closer to Hawk. "Emma's dinner can wait a bit. I can stick around if you think you need me."

Hawk shook his head. "I can handle that tool. Besides, he probably left out the back door already."

Craig nodded. "If you are sure." He stepped forward and gave Vivian a kiss on the cheek before she could react, then disappeared out the ballroom door.

Vivian watched him go. "Emma has to work late?"

Hawk nodded. "At some fire somewhere." He looked off into the crowd. "Who was that guy anyway?"

Vivian shook her head. "I don't know. I feel like I should know him though. I can ask my father."

The music had started again. Hawk pulled Vivian away from the dance floor but before they could take more than a step, a stately-looking man interrupted them. "That was Senator Troy. He took over —" the man's dance partner stumbled and he bent down to help her.

"He looked awfully young to be a senator," Vivian said to herself, her body tensing again at the thought that Hawk had just manhandled a U.S. Senator. A senator surely had the power to get Hawk fired if he was angry enough. How did she not recognize him though?

The man who had been speaking to them stood straight and he and his partner began dancing again. "He was appointed by the governor the day after he turned thirty years old. He is very young," he said over his shoulder before the crowd moved him away from Vivian and Hawk.

Vivian nodded to herself. She'd heard a new senator had been appointed recently, but there hadn't been much fanfare about it in the news. He'd only be filling the seat for fourteen months before there was an election. No wonder she hadn't recognized his face.

"Let's get some air," Hawk said, steering Vivian towards the balcony doors with a hand on the small of her back. Vivian thrilled at his touch. Suddenly she wanted to be home, alone with him. Her overly-active imagination played naughty mind movies of what she wished he would do to her. She let her arousal wash away all thoughts of worry about what had just happened.

As they pushed through the doors they saw they weren't the only ones to have the idea to head outside. The large balcony stretched off into the moonlight, but just to the left of the doors a couple was kissing. The man had the woman pushed up against the wall with her hands pinned over her head. The throaty moans the woman was making left no doubt that she was there willingly.

Vivian looked away. "Awww, that's sweet," she whispered to Hawk, thinking maybe she would pull him away to a corner where they could do the same thing. She would love it if he pushed her up against the wall in a darkened corner, maybe hiked her dress up around her waist and—

But Hawk stopped short. "Get a room," he growled at the couple.

"Hawk," Vivian admonished, her hand on his arm.

"It's your brother," Hawk told her and Vivian looked closer. "Oh," she said laughing lightly.

JT and Dani hadn't shifted at all— they acted like they hadn't even heard Hawk.

Hawk took a step away from Vivian and took a deep breath. "MARINE, just what in the hell do you think you are doing?" he shouted in his best Army drill sergeant voice.

JT flew upright and backed away from Dani, his body straightening, his arms flying to his sides at the military stance of attention. Hawk threw back his head and laughed out loud as Vivian stifled a giggle.

JT looked around and saw Hawk and his face reddened in anger. He went for Hawk at a run, slinging an arm around his throat and pulling him to the ground. The two men grunted and wrestled on the ground in their expensive suits. Dani smoothed her hair and dress, then joined Vivian, carefully stepping around the guys.

"Sorry Viv," she said breathlessly. "We haven't seen each other in three weeks. I just flew in from Indonesia. My station had me covering a story on the hostages there."

Vivian patted her hand. "I know Dani, I don't mind. I think it's sweet."

She watched her brother and her husband roll over each other on the ground like puppies and wondered how long it would be before she could get her man out of here and home, into her bed.


Chapter 2

Vivian climbed into Hawk's truck with some difficulty in her high heels, her growing belly throwing her weight off just a little bit. Then Hawk was there, steadying her, lifting her into the seat. Vivian settled in and smiled her thanks. He slammed the door and ran around, stepping into the driver's seat.

Hawk started the truck, the engine roaring to life, then turned to her, his dark eyes meeting hers expectantly. The contact sent a thrill down her spine, straight to her sex. She'd been wet and ready for him all night long. It seemed she was always ready for him these days, ever since she'd hit her twelfth week or so. She couldn't get enough of him. They were having sex three, sometimes four times a day and still it was all she could think about. She didn't have anyone to discuss it with—her adoptive mom had never been pregnant and none of her closest friends had been pregnant yet—but she hoped it was normal. And she hoped it would last. She felt like they were a brand new couple again. Her mind turned back to those few stolen days at her cabin in the Tetam woods, the elation she'd felt when he finally had admitted he liked her. And the ecstasy they'd shared exploring each other's bodies.

Hawk eyed her solicitously. "I know that look," he rasped, his voice vibrating low in his chest. Vivian shivered at the deliciousness of it.

"You do? What am I thinking?" she purred at him, loving this part of the dance.

"That you should put your seatbelt on so we can get home quicker," he told her.

"No," she said, scooting towards him, her eyes never leaving his. "Guess again."

His voice dropped an octave and his eyes blazed with fire. "That you want me to fuck you right here and make you scream my name."

Heat swirled in Vivian's veins. Her sex throbbed at his words. He knew her too well.

She reached him and turned her face to his without answering. She dropped her hand to his lap and found him erect and ready for her. Hawk kissed her hard, his hand twining in her hair and pulling her close. He pushed his hips forward, opening himself to her touch.

After a moment he pulled her back. He stared into her eyes. "I'd be happy to take you right here, babe," he said, glancing out into the parking lot, "But if your parents or any of their friends see us, just remember that you asked for it. We'll put some excitement into their lives."

Vivian groaned and scooted back to her side of the seat, then put her seatbelt on. "You're right, take me home," she admitted.

Hawk half-smiled and threw the truck in gear, doing as she asked. Vivian watched the muscles in his forearm bunch as he worked the stick shift and whimpered at the heat pooling in her belly. God why did they ever have to leave the house? How could she be expected to look at him for even a minute and not tear his clothes off? He was nothing but walking man-candy.

Vivian reached over and lightly rested her hand on his lap, gently squeezing the only stick shift she wanted to touch tonight. Hawk sucked in a breath and glanced at her, a surprised glint in his eyes.

She grinned at him mischievously and squeezed harder, but only a little. She wanted them to make it home safely. Hawk stopped at a stoplight and she ran her hand up and down the length of him, then squeezed her prize harder, feeling gratified when Hawk dropped his head to the back of the seat and groaned out loud. She felt like she was sixteen and out with her boyfriend, barely able to keep from going at it in the middle of a crowded street. The light turned green and she let up again, then contemplated the wisdom of trying to go down on him at the next stop. She pushed the thought away. He'd never let her. She'd just keep doing what she was doing.

When they finally pulled into their own driveway, Vivian undid her seatbelt and scooted over to Hawk before he could even throw the big truck in park. She tugged at the snap at the top of his zipper before he could protest and had her mouth around his cock in an instant. The silky softness off the head of his cock made her whimper in satisfaction.

"God, Vivian," Hawk breathed as he stopped the truck and twisted the keys in the ignition, shutting down the engine. "When did you become such a sex kitten?"

"When I married the hottest man on the planet," she said, then clamped her mouth around his cock again. She could feel herself throbbing and dripping under her clothes. No matter, Hawk would take care of her, he always did. She was right where she wanted to be.

Hawk barked out a laugh. "If this is how you are pregnant, we may have to have twenty kids," he forced out, his head thrown back against the seat, his hands threading in her hair.

Vivian smiled and lost her place for a moment. She would love that. Then she returned her focus to her man. She pulled back and licked the head of his cock lightly, then dropped her head again taking all of him into her mouth, earning herself a tortured groan from him.

"Babe, it's too good. I'm gonna come," he said weakly, pulling at her. Vivian wanted him to come. She wasn't about to miss it. She ignored his hands and doubled her efforts, teasing every bit of pleasure out of him that she could with her mouth. Hawk made a low, dark noise in the back of his throat and she felt his release begin. She rode it with her mouth, loving every twitch, every spasm, every sex-noise he made.

When he was done, she felt him relax on the seat. She lifted herself, glad their closest neighbor was not close enough to have seen any of that in the moonlight. Hawk pulled himself together and looked at her like she had been naughty. She licked her lips and grinned back at him. He pressed himself forward and kissed her, reaching under her skirt, his hand skimming her thigh, all the way up to her sex. He pushed her underwear aside and touched her lightly, causing sensation to shoot through her. "You're soaking wet," he murmured into her mouth.

Vivian leaned back on the seat and thrust her hips at him. She wanted him to take her inside and ravish her so completely she forgot her own name, but she also wanted to stay right here. She was so close. All he needed to do was ...

Hawk rolled his fingers, then glided them up her clit, exquisitely slow and lightly. God, he knew what she liked. His talented fingers slid back down, ever so slightly and she exploded, her orgasm taking her by surprise. Vivian stiffened as the intense waves of sensation coiled through her. She threw back her head and cried out, unable to stop herself. Hawk played her with his fingers, lightly sliding and gliding until she went limp, losing herself in the bliss of her release.

Hawk pulled away from her and she felt the loss of his heat. She heard his door open, but she kept her eyes closed, enjoying the last waves of sensation that traveled through her. He opened her door swiftly and picked her up, pulling her out of the big truck as if she weighed nothing. Vivian put her head on his shoulder and sighed. She loved his strength. She hoped she didn't gain so much weight in the pregnancy that he wouldn't be able to carry her anymore. She opened her eyes and looked up into his strong face.

He approached their front door and she dug in her bag for the keys, giggling as he crouched so she could reach the lock. He swept them over the threshold and she relaxed into his hold.

"Where to?" he asked.

"The bedroom," she responded at once and he raised one eyebrow at her, making her laugh. "Is that OK?" she asked.

"Whatever the lady wants, the lady gets," he said, taking her through their lovely house that she adored so much, down the long hallway, to the last door on the left. He deposited her gently on the bed and stood back, watching her like a panther on the hunt. Vivian stood and pulled her dress over her head in one motion. She watched her husband's eyes follow her every move as she reached behind herself and undid the clasp of her bra. She'd been nervous as her body had filled out, her breasts getting heavier, her belly curving outwards, not knowing how Hawk would react to the changes, but she needn't have worried. She could read the lust clearly in his eyes. He wanted her as much now as he ever had.

Vivian brought the ends of her bra to the front of her body, slowly, her eyes locked on her husband. His gaze was riveted on her skin, like he'd never seen breasts before. She pulled the bra away from her body and dropped it on the ground, then ran her hands up her body, starting at her hips, all the way to her breasts. He knew her so well, and she knew him too. If there was anything that made him hot it was watching her touch herself. Vivian lightly brushed her hands over her nipples, shivering at the intensity of his gaze. She grazed her palms back down over her hips and hooked her thumbs in her underwear, then stepped out of them, feeling him drink her in. She climbed onto the bed and lay on her side, waiting for him. She heard his belt unbuckle and his pants drop to the ground. Within an instant he was next to her, his hard length already nudging her backside.

Vivian whimpered lightly as his work-roughened hands finally slid up her bare skin. She had wanted this all night. He spooned her, and kissed the back of her neck, brushing away her hair, then pulling it lightly, just enough to let her know who was in charge.

Vivian let Hawk pull her head back, melting under his touches. His soft kisses trailed a path down her back, stirring her desire, awakening fresh need in her. She throbbed and groaned in passion, pushing herself backwards towards him.

Hawk didn't make her wait long, he entered her from behind in one fluid motion that left her gasping. Vivian uttered a long, floating sigh. "Yes, Hawk, yes," she whispered as he shifted inside her and began a steady, tumultuous rhythm that sent her towards her silky edge.

"You're mine, Vivian," he growled, and Vivian nodded eagerly, her hair bouncing on the pillow and around his face. God, she loved his deep, throaty rasp when he was inside her. She loved his possessiveness and protectiveness and everything masculine and male about him. She was his. She belonged to him utterly.

Hawk entwined one hand in her hair and one hand on her hip, then pulled her back to meet him, hard. Vivian bit back the scream that wanted to erupt. If he thought he was hurting her he would stop. She never wanted him to stop. She wanted him to fuck her to sleep then eat her for breakfast. Vivian felt another orgasm building inside her and she let it come. Thick pulses of pleasure spiraled out of her center. A soft noise of release escaped her throat.

"Come for me, Viv," Hawk whispered in her ear and she felt herself do just that. Hawk continued his long, rhythmic thrusts, each one intensifying her bliss until she couldn't take it anymore. Her thrill broke and cascaded through her as she cried out. As if he had been waiting for that moment, Hawk thrust harder inside her, then pulled her up onto her knees, continuing to take her from behind. Vivian yelped at this new development. She hadn't had any time to relax, to sink into her orgasm. Hawk continued to take her hard. "Come for me again, Viv."

Normally Vivian needed at least a few minutes recovery time and Hawk knew that. His single-minded attention and insistence were new. Maybe he knew something she didn't though, because she felt her thighs tensing and her inner walls clenching again. The building of pleasure already felt different, more intense—like she'd not been brought down to normal, instead she was already starting at a high level of pleasure and the peaks were about to get higher than they ever had.

Vivian moaned and held onto the sheets for dear life. Hawk worked her, sliding in and out of her hard, both hands on her hips. He pulled her backwards, hard, then reached one hand around her body, expertly finding her most sensitive spot and teasing it with familiarity. Vivian buried her face in the bed and cried out, pleasure radiating out from her core in almost unbearable lengths. A new orgasm built inside her as all knowledge of who she was outside of this bedroom, outside of this partnership, was driven from her mind. In that moment, she existed only to receive and give pleasure. She existed only for her husband to touch, to enter, to take as he saw fit.

Hawk moaned deep in his throat and thrust harder, even as he continued to slide his fingers lightly across her clit. Vivian squeezed her thighs together as her release built and then broke like water breaching a dam. Her face still buried in the bed, she screamed out her pleasure and her husband's name.

 


Chapter 3

 

Hawk relaxed onto the bed next to his spent wife, being careful not to let any of his weight down on her. Her eyes were closed, her body limp and sated, her hair spread everywhere like a great, dark flame. He thought he'd never seen anything so beautiful in his life. He lowered his head onto the pillow next to her and ran his hands along her body, reaching forward to cup her belly.

"Mmm," Vivian murmured. "That was amazing."

Hawk smiled, feeling pleased with himself. She would sleep well tonight. He kissed her cheek and spent a few more minutes in her afterglow before covering her with a blanket and getting up.

Hawk cleaned up in the adjoining bathroom, pulled on a pair of boxers and a t-shirt, and then prowled into the kitchen to get something to eat. The prepared dinner at Vivian's parent's anniversary party had been good, but not very filling. As he raided the fridge and set about eating a snack, his mind ticked over the day's events as it always did before he went to sleep. But something kept distracting him. Several times he put his thoughts on hold and lifted his head to the quiet room, like there was something to hear. There wasn't.

When Hawk finished his snack he left the kitchen, padding noiselessly into the living room and looking around. Why did he feel something was off? Randomly, he picked up items and looked at them, occasionally cocking his head again like a dog scenting the air. At the end table next to the couch he stopped and stared for a long time. A picture in a silver frame had been moved.

Hawk picked up the picture gingerly and looked hard at it. It showed Vivian, Emma, and JT, their arms slung around each other, still at Camp Patriot. The picture had been taken only a few days after JT had been rescued from the dessert. Hawk ran a hand over his ribs on the right side, remembering the pain of his injury from the helicopter crash during that rescue.

He put the picture back down and arranged it exactly perpendicular to the corner of the table, the way he'd placed the picture when he had first put it in the ornate frame. Someone had moved it. The housekeeper? Vivian?

It shouldn't have been a big deal. People look at pictures all the time, that's what they were for. But it felt like a big deal. Everything in the house felt off to him for some unknown reason. He had been distracted by Vivian's arousal when he first came in, so he'd missed it then, but now he felt it loud and clear, pinging at him, stirring unease in him.

Hawk looked around, then almost ran to the bedroom to check on his wife. She lay in the bed exactly how he had left her. Hawk crossed to the closet and opened it, then pressed his hand against his fingerprint-entry gun safe. The door swung open and he took the larger of the two guns that were inside. He shut the door again then walked farther into their walk-in closet, peering under clothing and behind shoe boxes. The closet was empty.

Hawk felt slightly foolish. His house was empty, he knew that. There were no intruders lurking anywhere. He could tell that he and Vivian were alone. But something was wrong, and he intended to find out what.

Hawk retreated from the closet, back out into the master bedroom. His eye lingered on his wife just long enough to be sure she was sleeping peacefully. He stared hard at the dust ruffle around the bed then dismissed it. Their bed sat low to the ground, very low. Nothing dangerous could fit under there.

Hawk prowled through their house, checking closets, crawlspaces, cabinets, and the space under the stairs. He examined every room and found nothing. In spite of that, his nerves kept ratcheting up their message. Wrong. Something was wrong. Danger.

In exasperation, Hawk headed to his front door. He examined the lock and door jamb. No sign of forced entry. Nothing wrong there. The only place he hadn't searched was the cellar, but it was old and only had access from the outside—a remnant from when their restored farmhouse had first been built. They'd only been down there once, when they first bought the house. There couldn't be anything down there causing this current bout of the jitters.

Hawk returned to the bedroom, torn. He put his gun down on a table within easy reach of the bed, and eyed the spot next to Vivian, thinking that he should just lay down and try to sleep. Work this out in the morning.

But another part of him looked to his pants on the floor. His cell phone would be in the pocket. He could call Craig. Have him come over and help search. The clock on the nightstand said 2:02 in the morning. Craig was probably still at the fire with Emma. Awake, certainly. Even if he wasn't, Craig would not argue. If Hawk said he thought something was wrong, he knew Craig would be there in a heartbeat. Something was certainly wrong. If only he knew what! Hawk had learned the hard way to never ignore his intuition, and he wasn't going to start now.

Hawk bent and picked up his pants, his eyes falling again on the dust ruffle as he did so. His phone forgotten, he reached his hand out, the little voice in his head suddenly screaming in alarm. Adrenaline dumped into his blood stream as he ripped the piece of cloth away. A wadded up blanket greeted him in the four inches of space between the floor and the bed. Hawk knew there was never anything under this bed. The blanket was hiding something. Something that was making his hair stand on edge.

Gingerly, he eased the blanket aside and saw a shoe box, plus a mass of items he couldn't identify behind it. Sweat formed on his brow and his breath whistled between his teeth. "Vivian," he said as he eased the shoe box out from under the bed. "Vivian, get up and get dressed. Hurry," he said, his voice coiled and tight. Vivian murmured on the bed. He lifted the lid gingerly off of the shoe box as he heard Vivian murmur something on the bed.

A mass of wires wound through the box over two round cylinders. A pungent smell wafted up from the container. Terror laced through Hawk's heart as he realized he was holding a bomb. A bomb intended to blow he and his wife to Hell as they slept.

"Vivian!" he shouted as his eyes fell on the simple countdown timer in the very center of the box.

It read 00:34.

Hawk shot to his feet as Vivian rolled over and sat up groggily in bed, awakened by his shout.

No time for explanations!

Hawk snatched up his naked wife and threw her over his shoulder, then sprinted down the hallway.

"Hawk!" Vivian squawked in confusion as she held on to his back.

Hawk saved his breath for running. He made it to the front door, pulled it open, and took five large, running steps onto the grassy lawn before he felt the concussion wave behind him.


Chapter 4

Craig held the door open for Emma, watching as she pulled off her helmet and tucked it under her arm, then climbed up into the cab of his truck. He ran around to the driver's side and got in, started the vehicle, then looked at her. The light from the clock glowed just enough for him to see how exhausted she was. The clock showed almost two in the morning and she had just been relieved by another lieutenant so she could go off shift, something she'd been scheduled to do almost twelve hours ago. The fire had been a bad one—a fertilizer warehouse with a faulty boiler had gone up. The flames had been so intense the chiefs had finally made the call to let the building burn itself out while the firefighters just tried to protect the surrounding businesses. But three more buildings had caught fire, stretching the department thin and taking all day and much of the night to contain.

Craig threw the truck into drive and pulled out on the empty street. He'd parked well away from the scene and walked in to find Emma, not wanting to get in anyone's way.

"Thanks for coming to get me," Emma told him, giving him a sweet but exhausted smile.

"Of course," Craig fired back. "It's not like I was sleeping anyway."

Emma pulled her head off the headrest and looked at him strangely. "You didn't sleep at all? You went home around ten."

"I can't sleep while you're at a fire. Especially not a big one. What if something happened to you? What if you needed me? Like tonight. Your work truck got commandeered and you needed a ride to your car."

Emma scoffed. "I could have gotten a ride back to the station from someone else. I never would have asked you if you hadn't texted me."

"I wouldn't have texted you if I'd been asleep," Craig responded, like that answered everything.

Emma laughed, then her eyes grew serious again. "I sleep when you're off gallivanting around doing dangerous stuff."

Craig raised an eyebrow, making Emma laugh again. "I never gallivant. Besides, that's different. You're a woman. I'm supposed to take care of you."

Emma sucked in a breath between her teeth and Craig winced and smiled inwardly at the same time. He knew he'd said something wrong, and if only she wasn't so tired he'd take full advantage of it, teasing her right up to the edge of blowing up at him, then telling her how right she was about everything and plying her with kisses until she channeled her unspent anger into mind-blowing sex. But she had to be back at the fire department in six hours and he thought she'd want to spend all of those hours asleep.

"Craig Masterson, I didn't know you were a closet sexist!" Emma cried.

Craig chuckled. "What did I say that was sexist?"

"Because I'm a woman, you can't go about your business when I'm doing my job! You have to wait around in case I need you? Because I'm not capable of taking care of myself?"

Now Craig knew she was past the point of tired and well on her way to exhaustion. He could hear the subtle whining note in her voice that said she didn't even want to be arguing, she didn't know why she was saying what she was saying, but she couldn't help herself. He tried the easy way out.

"Of course not Emma, that's not what I meant at all."

Emma didn't say anything for a few moments and he drove in silence, hoping she was done. She'd feel differently when she got at least a few hours of sleep.

"Good. Because you're not always going to be able to rush out and try to take care of me. When we have kids you'll have to stay home and take care of them, no matter how dangerous of a call I'm at."

Craig pulled over to the side of the road quickly and threw his truck in park. Emma had avoided this subject for a year now, even after Vivian got pregnant. Especially after Vivian got pregnant.

He turned to face her head-on. "We're having kids?"

Emma smiled and blushed at the same time, then looked at him through her lashes, almost shyly. "Well, you're almost done right? You said you were going to quit the FBI once the Oberlin investigation was over, and that's in two weeks. Then I thought maybe we could try."

"Even if I go back to work? I still want to join the fire department."

"You'll only work ten twenty-four hour shifts a month. I'm on day shift now. Why not? After my maternity leave we would only need a sitter for eight hours, five or six times a month. My sister might even be willing to do it."

Craig unclasped his seatbelt and slid across the seat to his wife, his brain boiling with excitement. With his right hand he unclasped her seatbelt, and with his left he pulled the hair tie out of her hair, then plunged his hand into her tresses, pulling her mouth to him. He kissed her long and hard, maneuvering her into his lap as he did so.

He pulled back, leaving her breathless. "Call in sick tomorrow. We'll start trying tonight," he whispered, then he kissed her again to still the protests he knew were on her lips.

Finally, he had to stop kissing her.

"Craig, I can't. You know Jack is going to be exhausted tomorrow, just like I am now. We're short a Lieutenant and Vince is on day off. I have to go in. Besides, I don't want to start trying till you are officially out of the FBI. Until there is no possible way they can send you somewhere else."

Craig sighed and scooted himself back to his spot. The radio on Emma's belt crackled, asking for any available rank to respond. Emma sighed and waited a beat, hoping someone else would answer. When no one did she unclipped the radio and held it to her lips. "Lieutenant 6-4," she said.

"Lieutenant 6-4, we've got a residence explosion at 1281 Azalea Lane. No medic units available to respond, please advise."

Craig saw fear lance across Emma's face. He replayed what the dispatcher had said over in his mind and felt his own bowels turn to water. Hawk and Vivian's place!

He threw his truck into drive, grabbed the police bubble from under his seat and slapped it on the roof, then stepped on the gas. "Get your seatbelt on," he said in a low voice as he took a hard right without slowing.

Emma did it with one hand while she spoke into the radio. "I'll be there in five - ah four minutes, Central, to let you know what we need. Scramble someone from the hospital or another call. If no one will be free in under five, get a unit heading from Tetam County. I'll cancel if they aren't needed."

"10-4," came the reply and Emma dropped the radio, holding on tight to the seat and the handle above her head. Craig was on a straightaway and about to hit close to one hundred miles per hour, but a left turn was coming up. Luckily the streets were empty, since it was the middle of the night.

Craig made the turn with no problem, although Emma swore she felt the tires lift off the pavement. She didn't dare breathe a word to him to break his concentration. Besides, nothing needed to be said. Hawk and Vivian had to be OK. Had to! Her sister was pregnant. The baby ... Emma bit back her terror, and tried not to think about the fact that Hawk and Vivian were almost certainly asleep in their bed when their house exploded.

As they drew close, Emma saw exactly what she was praying she wouldn't. A glow in the sky ahead of her. Something was definitely on fire. Emma squeezed her eyes shut, determined not to condemn her sister and Craig's best friend to death in her mind. They were OK. They had to be.

Craig rounded another corner and advanced up the street fast. Emma could see Hawk and Vivian's house, fully ablaze, barely any part of the structure left. A fire truck in front had just arrived and was putting out its hoses. Four or five people thronged on the sidewalk. Emma leaned forward and strained her eyes, trying to pick out Hawk and Vivian.

Craig slowed and Emma opened her door, popping her seatbelt and jumping out at a run. She reached the small knot of people and almost cried in relief at the sight of Vivian and Hawk looking sad and horrified, but very much alive.

Emma slung her arms around Vivian, who was wearing only a man's shirt and a sheet around her waist. "What happened?" she asked, her eyes on the blazing house she'd been in so many times.

Hawk stepped in front of her, dressed only in dark silk boxers. "There was a bomb under our bed. I found it just before it exploded. I dropped it and we ran."

Craig walked up, already holding up his spare clothes and boots for Hawk. "A bomb? What in the hell?"

Hawk turned a knowing eye on him and nodded. "Someone's not happy about something I'm doing."

Emma stared at the two men, unable to believe Hawk and Vivian had almost been murdered in their bed ... because of Hawk's job? The same job her own husband did? She hugged her sister harder as Vivian began to cry.


Chapter 5

Emma swayed on her feet, blinking up at the late-morning sun. She'd been given the day off at work, since she'd been at the scene of the explosion all night, but she wouldn't leave this scene until she heard what the fire inspector had to say. She had to know.

Hawk, Vivian, and Craig had also chosen to stay, the three of them huddled around the back of Craig's truck, waiting for news. They'd called JT and Dani at the hotel they were staying in while they were in town, but those two lovebirds hadn't picked up their phones yet or responded to any messages. Emma knew they tended to turn off their phones when they were on vacation. They'd check in when they got up.

Jerry had been by, as soon as he got the message Emma left for him at dispatch when he arrived at work, but he couldn't stay. He was working on the ambulance all day. He'd been offered a promotion similar to Emma's but had declined it, saying he wanted to work on the ambulance as long as his bad leg let him. Emma thought that was probably an excuse. His leg seemed fine these days, almost never giving him problems. He just liked the ambulance. And he didn't need the money. Emma liked the ambulance too, but she couldn't turn down the hefty raise that came with the Lieutenant's position.

Jerry had said Sara wasn't feeling good, and that's why she hadn't come by, but he offered their spare room to Hawk and Vivian. His sister had moved in with her boyfriend and it was just empty. Emma had cut in, thanking Jerry but saying Vivian and Hawk could stay with her and Craig for as long as they wanted. They had a spare room too.

Emma watched the fire inspector move about the smoking pile of melted concrete and burning wood that had all collapsed into the centuries-old cellar and wondered at how hard and fast the fire had spread. The other items Hawk had seen under the bed had to be an accelerant of some kind. That was the only thing that could possibly explain how little of the structure was left. Well, that and the fact that only one fire truck had ever arrived to fight the fire. Last night had been so busy it was all that could be spared.

The fire inspector in the hole pulled out his radio and spoke into it. Emma's hand went to her waist, turning up her volume automatically to hear what he said.

He was asking for police. Finally. The police had already come to take Hawk and Vivian's statement and then left again when the fire inspector said he wouldn't be able to give a preliminary report for hours.

The man climbed up the ladder out of the hole in the ground and approached Emma. He nodded to her and Emma tried to smile. His name was York, Carl York, and he was an older man, rather new to the department. A lateral transfer from Los Angeles who she didn't know well.

"Well I've seen plenty of these in my day," he said, his voice pitched low, his eyes crawling over the trio behind Craig's truck. "Never in such an upscale neighborhood though."

Emma frowned, not sure what he meant by that.

He leaned in close to Emma. "There was no bomb, though, I guarantee you that. Are you sure none of the homeowners had burns on them? Their faces or hands?"

Confusion and apprehension rushed through Emma at his words. She took a deep breath to calm herself. She wasn't going to like whatever he was about to say, she could tell that much. But he didn't know of her connection to the homeowners, and she didn't want to react in a way that would alienate him if she could help it.

"No, no burns. I examined them myself. What do you mean no bomb?"

He nodded as if he expected that. Emma felt her eyes drawn to his earlobes, where the deep crease told her he was well on his way to a heart attack. She tried to pull her paramedic's mind away from that inane fact and focus on what he was telling her. "There must have been someone here who fled the scene before you showed up. You should check the hospital for burn victims over the next few days."

"What?" Emma forced out. "What are you talking about?"

York motioned back over his shoulder at what used to be Hawk and Vivian's house. "Hash lab. It exploded. Someone was extracting a large amount of oil from marijuana using butane. It caught fire and set off the other containers down there. That blaze burned through the ceiling and caught the rest of the house on fire, essentially allowing it to collapse in on itself. I've marked all the pieces of exploded and burnt containers and the marijuana that the police will want to take into evidence."

Emma's mouth fell open. She looked helplessly back at Vivian and Hawk and Craig talking animatedly across the street, not even sure what to do

"You, you..." she sputtered. "You think there was a hash lab in this house?"

"I don't think, I know," York said, his eyes narrowing. "I have forty-two years of experience investigating fires. Everything I see down there indicates a hash lab."

Emma looked at the smoking ruins of a house one more time, then looked back at York, her mind a swirling mess. "What about the bomb? You said you didn't see a bomb but couldn't it have burned up?"

York scoffed and looked at her with growing distrust. "Not completely. There would be some sign. The housing, the wires, something."

Emma shook her head, her voice raising. "The homeowner said it was in a shoebox. No housing." She pointed back at the hole in the ground, her eyes focused on the black and smoking pile of rubble in the middle of it. "I saw you down there, you didn't go through that pile. There could be anything in there."

York looked at her in a horrible appraising way. He pulled back and started to speak, then cut himself off, then leaned forward, his finger in Emma's face. "Look, Lieutenant," he said, emphasizing Lieutenant like it was a dirty word. "How many years investigating fires do you have? None? That's what I thought. You don't know the first thing about it. Once you've investigated even one, you come back and talk to me. Until then—"

York cut off and looked across the street where Hawk was heading their way. Emma's heart sunk. She wasn't going to get what she needed by pissing this guy off. But she didn't know if there was a way to fix this situation.

"Great," York said, his voice sharp and clipped, his eyes following Hawk as he came closer. "Just what I want to deal with."

Emma thought quickly, then seized her chance. She leaned in close to York, conspiratorially close, and lowered her voice. "I've already dealt with him. He's a real bear. You get out of here, go back to your office. I'll deal with the homeowner and send the police to see you there." She had no plans of sending the police anywhere until she figured out what exactly was going on here, but she wanted him calm and away from the scene.

York nodded and Emma saw gratitude flash in his eyes. She bit back a grimace, feeling slimy, but knowing she had to do this, for Hawk and Vivian.

Hawk stepped up on the curb and Emma turned her back to him, then made a shooing gesture towards York. He turned and headed towards his car, moving quickly.

Emma turned around quickly and intercepted Hawk. "We need to talk," she said motioning for him to follow her back to Craig's truck. When she had the three of them gathered close to her, she waited until she saw York's truck drive away, and then spilled, keeping her eyes trained on Hawk. She didn't want to see Vivian's reaction.

"The fire inspector thinks you guys were running a hash lab in the cellar."

"What?" Craig roared, taking a step backwards to watch the fire inspector's car drive away.

From the corner of her eye, Emma could see Vivian's mouth drop open, but Hawk only stared, his eyes soft and thoughtful.

"What in the hell makes him think that?" Craig asked, his voice booming.

Emma shushed him. "He says there's butane containers and marijuana down there."

Hawk's eyes narrowed. "Actual marijuana? That just happened to survive that fire?"

Emma nodded. "That's what he said."

Hawk's eyes unfocused and Emma could almost see his brain working behind them. Even Craig held his tongue in respect for Hawk's processes. They'd all seen it a dozen times before. It was how he worked.

Vivian's hands fluttered to her face and she began to weep softly. Without looking around, Hawk pulled her into his chest and patted her back, his eyes still far off. Finally he spoke. "It makes sense, in a sick way."

"What does?" Emma asked.

"When does a criminal have the least chance of getting caught?" Hawk countered, then answered his own question. "When the cops don't know he exists, right? Whoever did this is smart. Smart enough to throw the investigation off from the very beginning. If his plan had succeeded, we'd be dead, unable to defend ourselves. Hell, if he was lucky, the cops and the fire inspector might have written this off as the two of us getting what we deserved. Case closed. Nothing to see here."

He turned to Craig. "Except, whoever did it had to know that you wouldn't let it rest. You, my best friend and an FBI agent."

"And brother-in-law," Craig muttered.

"And brother-in-law," Hawk parroted, his voice soft, still thoughtful.

Craig's eyes narrowed in some sort of understanding that was just outside of Emma's reach.

"We better go search my place," Craig said.

Hawk nodded and Craig started towards his driver's door. "Get in, we'll go straight over."

"Wait a minute! What just happened? What are you two talking about?" Emma cried.

Craig turned back to her. "There's a good chance that whoever did this might try to do something like it to me too. It wouldn't make sense otherwise. They'd have to know that I would know Hawk wasn't making hash. And they'd have to know that I wouldn't let it rest."

Emma felt her exhaustion and the events of the last thirty hours closing in on her. Her mind tried to crumple. She looked at her husband squarely. "Are you telling me our house is in danger? We are in danger?"

Craig took her hand and spoke to her softly. "I don't know, babe. But we have to assume we are."

Emma stared into his eyes and couldn't process it. She needed sleep, and soon. But only if she were safe—if her house was safe. She looked back at the fire truck still in front of the house. "Let me talk to the fire equipment operator," she said in a small voice, then turned back to Hawk. "What should I have him tell the police? The inspector wants them to take the butane and marijuana into evidence."

Hawk shrugged. "Nothing we can do about it. Have him do what he's supposed to do and we'll figure out a damage control plan later."

Emma nodded as he held her gaze for just a moment too long. His quiet manner didn't fool her. He was terrified.

So was she.


Chapter 6

 

When Emma returned to the truck, Hawk and Craig were already in the front seat, talking animatedly. She climbed into the back seat next to her sister. Vivian sat limp and quiet in the corner, her gaze lost. One of the neighbors had found her a pair of sweat pants to wear. They looked completely out of place on her slim frame, tucked just under her growing belly.

Emma took Vivian's flaccid hand and listened to Craig and Hawk talk as Craig pulled away from the curb.

"I can't think of anyone who has a motive to do something like this so late in the game. There's not one person involved in the Oberlin investigation who hasn't already been charged with something. It's almost over! All that's left is the senate committee hearing," Craig said, his voice heated.

Hawk didn't speak for a moment but he nodded slowly. "It's not the Oberlin case then. It's the corruption. Maybe a cop or firefighter. Or that mercenary case we helped the local office with last month."

Craig shook his head. "We handed all of the corruption over to Roberts. We haven't worked on that in over a year. And the mercenary? He's dead. His team is all in prison."

"The mercenary case does seem like the least likely. But the corruption case, maybe our guy doesn't know we're off of it."

Craig snorted. "I thought you said he was smart."

Hawk held up a hand. "Maybe it has nothing to do with my job. Maybe this is a personal thing. Someone wanted me dead."

"Who, why? Outside of the job, no one has a reason to hate you."

Hawk nodded again but his eyes were far off.

Emma settled back against the seat and closed her eyes. Before she knew it, Craig was parking in front of their house.

Hawk turned around to look at her and Vivian. "You two stay here."

Emma felt irritation run through her. "Excuse me?" she said, the annoyance showing clearly on her face and in her voice. Her fuse was non-existent. "I'm going too."

Hawk pressed his lips together. "No you're not. Craig and I will do a sweep of the house and then—"

"Are you out of your mind?" Emma interrupted, hating herself for talking to Hawk like that, but too tired to care at this point. Besides, if there was anything she should be a part of, it was this.

"Look, Emma. It's not a man-woman thing. We're FBI agents," he said, motioning to himself and Craig.

Emma almost laughed. "Oh, and you both are experts in explosives. That must be true if you think you know more about incendiary devices than say, I don't know, a Lieutenant in the fire department?" Emma tried to keep her voice calm. Hawk had no right to tell her she wasn't coming in her own house, but she loved him, and he'd just been through something awful. "Look, I know you are just taking care of business, but this is my home. And I know I've had more training along these lines than you have. I'm coming."

Hawk looked at Craig, exasperation clearly set in the lines of his face. Craig half shrugged and looked away.

"Fine," Hawk growled, his jaw clenched. "Vivian, you are staying here."

Vivian held up her hands weakly, as if to say, No problem.

Hawk turned and jumped out of the truck, then spoke over his shoulder, not meeting Emma's eyes. "It might not be a bomb, you know." He stalked off.

Emma's eyes searched Craig's. "What does he mean?"

Craig looked toward the house, his mouth set in a grim line. "He means whoever this guy is, if he's as smart as he seems, it's unlikely that he'd do the same thing to me that he did to Hawk. If he's after me too, he might not try to hurt me at all. Maybe just throw me off, or discredit me."

Emma thought about this but her tired brain couldn't tease any more meaning out of it. Craig caught her hand and pulled her to the house. "Just look for anything out of place. Anything at all, no matter how small it is."

Emma nodded and followed her husband inside.

 

***

 

Thirty-five minutes later, Craig ran his fingers across the top of the doorjamb to his bedroom. He knew he was grasping at straws but he hadn't found anything. Neither had Emma or Hawk. Either their theory had been wrong, or whatever was coming his way hadn't found him yet.

From the corner of his eye, Craig saw movement outside the window. He crossed the room and looked out. It was Emma, walking stiff-legged to the shed in the backyard.

Dread filled Craig as his mind's eye saw Emma open the shed, then be blown across the yard in an explosion triggered by the opening of the door.

Craig lifted his hand and rapped sharply on the window. Emma stopped moving and looked up at him. He slid the window open. "Wait for me, okay?"

Emma nodded and Craig rushed out of the house. He met Emma at the door to the shed just as Hawk exited the back door and came their way. Craig wanted to tell Emma to stand back, but he knew that was silly. If the shed was wired in that way they were all going to die, unless he sent Emma out to the car in the front of the house. He didn't think she would go.

He took a deep breath and grasped the shed door, turning the knob and pulling it open. Nothing.

Craig blew out the breath that he had been holding and peered around in the gloom. Emma crowded in behind him.

"Well fuck me sideways," Craig said darkly, anger flooding behind his breast bone. Somebody had been in his yard. Somebody was fucking with him. Somebody had tried to kill his best friend and now was trying to do something to him too. Craig's hands clenched into fists as he imagined what he would do to this somebody when he found him. This wasn't business anymore—this was personal.

"What?" Emma asked, crowding in behind him, her voice on edge.

Craig lifted his chin at the four red cylinders along the side wall. "See the butane containers?"

"Oh," Emma said softly and fell back a step allowing Hawk to crowd in next to him. "What in the hell?" he said.

Craig looked at him. "I'll take pictures and dust for prints. I know we won't find anything though."

Hawk nodded and huffed out a breath, looking as tired as Craig felt. Craig caught Emma on his way to the house for his equipment. "Go get Viv, set her up in the guest room. You guys get some sleep. Hawk and I will take care of this."

Emma nodded dully and disappeared into the house.

Craig gathered his fingerprint kit and his camera and returned to the shed. Hawk stood at the door to the shed, his eyes far away past the back fence of the yard.

Craig was right, he didn't find any fingerprints. He let light into the shed and took his pictures, then turned to Hawk, interrupting his reverie.

"Should we call the local cops? Or—"

Hawk shook his head. "I don't know if that's a good idea. We've made some enemies here."

Craig made a sour face. "Some friends too."

"True."

Hawk looked at the back yard again, then spoke with finality. "I need to talk to the big boss anyway. We'll see what he says." Hawk turned and headed into the house, presumably to use the house phone.

Craig shut the door to the shed, hating to leave the butane in there, but not wanting to move it until they got some instruction on how to proceed, and followed Hawk inside.

He found Vivian and Emma in the kitchen. Emma was talking and trying to get Vivian to eat something. Vivian stared at her plate of fruit, but didn't touch anything.

"Come on Viv, you've got a baby to grow. Want me to make you an egg?"

Vivian didn't answer. Craig thought he saw a tear leak out of one eye. Ah, crud. Where was Hawk when you needed him? Emma hadn't noticed yet. Craig stepped forward and put a hand on Vivian's shoulder. "It's gonna be OK, Viv. You'll see." Emma stopped what she was doing and came to the table to put her arms around her sister while Craig stepped back. His phone rang in his pocket.

He answered it. "Masterson."

"Craig, hey, it's Braden. There's something you gotta know."

Braden's voice was pitched low and urgent, demanding Craig's full and immediate attention. Hawk entered the room and spotted Vivian, but Craig held a finger up, stopping his progress to her.

"Shoot."

"We had an anonymous tip come into the station today that you're cooking hash oil at your house. Sergeant Gagne has a hard-on for you. He wants to bust an FBI agent bad. He's pulling a search warrant right now."

Craig felt his heartbeat speed up. "No judge is going to give him a warrant on an anonymous tip."

"Nah, I know, but the note said you and your partner cook it together and you are probably going to dump your stash now that his house exploded. Gagne's jumping up and down to serve you in the next hour. He thinks someone will sign it based on what they found at Hawk's house last night. The note said you have butane in your shed and a tub of mary jane buried under a big rock in the northwest corner of the yard. They're coming out with shovels, man."

"Ah fuck," Craig said, dropping his head back. Emma's face swiveled to him at the profanity, her eyes wide. "Braden, someone's fucking with us. Bad."

"I know, man, that's why I called. Do what you gotta do. But you didn't hear it from me."

"Thanks. I owe you one."

"Nah man, we're even."

"Ok then, even."

Craig listened to the phone go dead in his ear, then looked at Hawk. "That was Braden, that police officer I helped when his wife disappeared. He says the cops are going to be on their way here soon with a search warrant." Craig spun on his heel and headed out the back door, knowing Hawk would follow.

Craig detoured to his shed and grabbed a shovel, then headed to the northwest corner of his modest backyard. He knew exactly which rock Braden had been talking about. It was a large, white, ornamental rock he had placed there himself.

Craig heaved the rock over, his eyes searching for clues as he did so. The dirt underneath it was freshly turned, but also smoothed and there were no footprints to be seen. Craig didn't think there would be. Whoever this guy was, he was smart, as Hawk had said. He was playing them. Thanks to Braden though, they would not be in jail trying to play back. They had a chance, but only if they were just as smart, and quick.

Craig sank his shovel and turned over the first mound of dirt. He tried to stay neat, intending on digging up whatever was here and then making this corner look as if no one had touched it in ages. Hawk strode across the yard, his face dark and disturbed. Emma ran after him, the strain of the last thirty-six hours showing around her eyes and mouth.

Craig sank the shovel into the dirt once more and hit something dull and bouncy. He changed his technique, clearing out the dirt above what appeared to be a green plastic tub. Hawk reached him and stared down at the container Craig was unearthing, but didn't say a word. His face took on the thoughtful look that Craig knew so well.

Good. They needed a miracle. Maybe Hawk could come up with one.

Emma reached their sad little party and stopped, swaying on her feet. Craig kept digging, hoping she could hang in there a little bit longer. She was the one who had been awake the longest, having to be at work yesterday hours before the rest of them even thought about getting out of bed.

Emma pushed her hair back out of her eyes and dropped her hand like it weighed a ton. "Craig, what is going on?"

"Someone is setting us up, babe."

Emma's fingers curled into anxious fists. "Who? Setting us up? Why?"

"I wish I knew," Craig grunted and leaned down to wiggle the tub in his hole. He almost had it. Just a few more shovels full of dirt.

"Emma, listen. You gotta get out of here. Take Vivian and go."

Emma looked more perplexed than ever. "Why? And where? We have nowhere to go."

"Anywhere Emma. The hotel that Dani and JT are staying at. Or go to Jerry and Sara's house. I just don't want you to be here when the cops get here. Sometimes search warrants get rough, and I intend to make sure these guys go away frustrated."

Sudden fear showed on Emma's face. She'd dealt with enough rough cops to last for a lifetime.

Craig dropped to his knees and wiggled the container again. He thought they could haul it out. "Hawk, give me a hand here?"

Hawk dropped to his knees and pulled on the other handle. The green tub came out easily. They placed it on the grass and Craig flipped the lid off.

"Oh my God," Emma breathed.

What looked like twenty gallon size plastic bags of dried marijuana greeted them. Craig groaned. That was at least fifteen pounds of marijuana, enough for them to be charged with intent to sell if they were caught with it. Add in the cans of butane in the shed and they had an instant hash lab.

"What are you going to do with that?" Emma asked, her eyes pleading.

"It's better if you don't know, babe," Craig answered, not wanting to admit that he had no idea. At this point, he just wanted her out of the house and away from the repercussions of this. "Please, Emma. Gather Vivian and get out of here."

Craig looked towards the house, not seeing Vivian in the window. It felt strange to him that she wasn't out here also. She had been at the kitchen table with Emma when he got the phone call. Suddenly he felt very worried about her. He pushed the thought away. He had more urgent things to deal with right now.

Emma turned around slowly, as if she were completely undecided that this was a good course of action, but finally she took off across the yard.

Hawk caught his eye. "The cops might be on their way?" Craig nodded. "And the only car we have is your truck?" Craig nodded again as he began to fill the hole. He would have to get extra dirt from the woods behind the house so it didn't look like a depression when he was done with it. He didn't talk, preferring to let Hawk ask whatever questions he needed to. Hawk was getting somewhere, thinking out loud, he knew it. "They'll stop your truck if they see it on the street, won't they?"

"I'm sure," Craig said bluntly.

Hawk fell silent again as Craig worked as quickly as he could. Finally, he managed to heave the rock back into place and smooth the area around it. He stepped back and surveyed his work. Not bad. Now to cover the hole he had made in the woods and then clean the shovel off— Craig's head swiveled towards the street as he heard the sounds of loud traffic in his quiet neighborhood.

"Ah, fuck, that's them already, I know it is," he said under his breath.

Hawk swiveled into action, holding his hand out for the shovel. "You get inside. Stall them. Give me as much time as possible."

Craig nodded and went inside at a run.

 


Chapter 7

Craig stood at his front door, watching the last of the cop cars disappear from sight at the end of his street. He leaned heavily against the doorjamb, his mind thinking furiously, but his soul immensely grateful the cops had walked away with nothing. Most of them had seemed embarrassed to be there, but Sergeant Gagne had been downright furious when nothing was found in the shed or buried in the yard. Craig hadn't been able to tell if he'd been furious at the anonymous tipper, or because he thought Craig was hiding something.

Hopefully it never mattered. Hopefully they figured this mess out quickly and put a stop to whatever horrible plan their nameless, faceless, scheming, attempted-murdering, opposer was up to. Craig glanced back at Emma and Vivian on the couch. They hadn't been able to leave before the cops showed up, but it had all turned out okay. There had been no aggression by the police officers. Emma was dozing and Vivian just look stunned, staring out into the living room.

Craig watched the last police car turn right at the far corner of the street leading onto his quiet cul-de-sac, then moved to head inside. Before he could, another vehicle caught his eye, entering his dead end street. He watched silently, wanting to make sure it was a neighbor, not another cop car, before he retreated inside.

As the vehicle came closer, he recognized it as JT's gray BMW. As he waited at the door to greet JT and Dani, he heard the back door slam behind him. Hawk. His eyes met Hawk's and Hawk gave a slight nod. Whatever Hawk had done, it had worked. Maybe he buried the stuff in the woods behind the house. They'd have to deal with it soon though.

Craig turned back to his driveway, where Dani and JT were smiling at each other and laughing at something one of them had said. They had an air of lightness and happiness about them that told Craig they had no idea about the explosion or the search warrant.

Craig tried to smile a greeting as they came up the steps but it died at his eyes. Instead he just motioned for them to enter. JT clapped him on the shoulder as he pushed past.

"Look, it's sleeping beauty and his girlfriend," Hawk said sourly. "We're sorry you missed all the excitement."

Dani crowded close to JT and grasped his hand, noticing the atmosphere in the room.

"Excitement?" JT said. "What happened? We saw all the cop cars. Were they leaving here?"

Craig sank down on the couch next to Emma. "Seriously? Have you guys turned on your phones yet?"

"What is going on?" Dani said, her apprehensive gaze hopping between each of their faces.

"Our house blew up last night," Hawk said with a sigh.

"What?" JT almost yelled, looking to Vivian on the sofa. Vivian sat quietly, not saying anything. She wouldn't meet anyone's eyes.

Emma yawned, drawing everyone's attention. "If I don't get some sleep soon, I'm going to crack," she said.

"Me too," Craig said, not feeling like explaining anything now that they were halfway safe. Bed was calling him. He turned to Hawk. "We know the house is clear, we searched it ourselves, but we still have the nutcase to worry about. What if he shows up while we're all sleeping? I want to wake up on this side of the curtain."

"Nutcase?" JT sputtered. He held up his hands, indicating he needed some answers. "Look, give us the short version, then you can all go to sleep. Dani and I will hang out and watch the house."

Craig stood up and addressed Hawk. "You fill him in. I'll go get my guns."

 

***

 

JT pulled Dani down on the couch with him. They had just checked every door and window and peeked in on both sets of sleeping couples. The house was secure. All was quiet. Only four hours had passed and he didn't expect any of them to wake up anytime soon. He and Dani had spent the last four hours prowling through the house and discussing everything that had happened, but they had finally exhausted the conversation. Now they needed something else to do.

He turned to her and kissed her neck, just behind her ear in the spot that made her purr like a kitten. He lifted her hair as she threw her head back and touched her tongue to her lips, shifting her hips and letting out a soft whimper. JT kissed a line of soft caresses across her chin and up to her lips, following a trail of gorgeous freckles to get there.

Dani half-climbed on him and kissed him back, hard. They'd made love twice last night, but after not having seen each other for three weeks, that didn't seem like near enough. Dani's hands kneaded the strong muscles in his chest. He grasped the fingers of one of her hands and pulled them down to his erection, hard enough to pound nails already, and all for her. He couldn't get enough of her still, a year after meeting her and becoming battlefield lovers, and four months after moving in with her in their cozy San Francisco apartment. Maybe it was because she was out of the country on reporter's assignments two to three weeks out of every month.

Dani let out a breath. "JT, we can't," she whispered, but she didn't move her hand. JT took that as a good sign.

"Didn't you ever babysit Dani, and make out with your boyfriend on the couch after the kids went to sleep? That's all we're doing here. Just a little make out session."

Dani squeezed once, experimentally and her hand fell still, but still didn't move. JT tried again.

"Sorry, Precious, I just can't get enough of you. I wish you didn't have to leave the country so often," he breathed, teasing his way down her collarbone with his lips and tongue.

Dani shifted again, pushing her breasts into his hand. He grazed an erect nipple, earning a gasp.

"It's my job," she said in a breathless whisper, her hand lightly stroking his cock through his jeans.

"I know. I just wish you didn't have to be away so much. You leave again next Friday. What am I going to do without you?" JT lifted Dani's shirt and kissed one pert nipple through her lacy bra. He knew Dani's nipples were one of her most sensitive areas.

Dani pushed her breast into his mouth. "Come with me."

JT stopped moving and looked up into her face. He'd never been invited before. He had no speaking engagements for a month and his CEO ran the business just fine without him. He could go.

"Would I get to see you?"

Dani opened her eyes and smiled at him. "Yeah. It's just fact-finding. You could go out with me in the day and I'd be yours every night." Dani pressed against him, pressing her hand against his straining erection. "I could do this whenever you want," she said, popping the snap to his jeans, then unzipping the zipper and pushing his boxers out of the way, letting his erection spring free.

JT chanced a glance down the hallway. All quiet. "It's settled then. I'm there," he said, and stiffened as Dani's hand ran up and down his shaft, stopping to tease the head before stroking to the bottom again. Fuck it felt good.

Dani set to work single-mindedly and JT found himself ready to spill in an embarrassingly short period of time. He blamed the separation. "Dani," he rasped, his teeth clenched together.

Dani dipped her head and wrapped her gorgeous lips around his cock, never letting up the pressure with her hand. JT shuddered as he discharged every drop of cum he had built up into her waiting mouth, his eyes locked onto the connection of her mouth around him. He dropped a hand to her hair and moaned as she swallowed him.

Slowly, Dani sat up and licked her lips. "There. All clean."

JT laughed and tucked himself back into his pants. "I love you, Precious," he told her, looking into her eyes. Was that an understatement. He couldn't live without her.

"You always say that when I swallow," she said, giving him a mischievous smile that left him gaping at her. She stood up and stretched before he could even think of a response or if it was true or not. He did love it when she went down on him, so maybe. "We should do another check of the house. Then it's my turn," she said.

JT threw back his head and laughed, then reached a hand up to smack her on her sexy ass through her jeans. "Yeah it is."

 

***

 

Just as JT was about to declare the house still quiet, a car pulled into the driveway. He relaxed as soon as he recognized it as Jerry's car. He and Jerry had grown quite close, possibly even closer than he and either of his sister's husbands. He credited that partially to how close Dani and Sara had grown over the past year. Dani could relate to her in a way she hadn't seemed to have found with Vivian or Emma yet. And although Vivian and Emma loved Sara, neither of them had the relationship with her that Dani did. Sara was a hard woman to get to know. Her dark, warrior side kept a wall up between her and most other people, one that people seemed scared or unable to try to break through. Dani didn't care about the wall, though. She said Sara reminded her of a younger version of her Aunt Muriel, the first female General in the marine corps.

"Who's that," Dani whispered from behind him.

"Jerry."

"Oh great!"

Dani ran out on the front porch to greet Jerry, giving him a big hug. "Where's Sara?"

Jerry gave her a weak smile and JT saw stress lines that hadn't been there a month ago around his eyes. "She's not feeling good."

"Oh no," Dani said. "She didn't sound good a few days ago when I talked to her either."

"Yeah," was all Jerry said. He climbed the stairs and shook JT's hand. "Hi, JT."

JT motioned Jerry inside where he sat down on the couch. He didn't say anything for a few moments until Dani sat next to him, rubbing his shoulder and peering into his face curiously. "What's going on, Jerry? Is she sick?"

"She's having nightmares."

JT sat down in a chair across from Jerry and watched him closely. Nightmares?

Jerry ran a hand over his bald head, which actually had quite a bit of stubble on it today, which was unusual.

"It's not just that, you guys. I don't know what to do for her. I'm really getting worried about her."

"Talk to us, Jerry," Dani said. "Maybe we can help you."

Jerry huffed out a breath and looked at the ceiling. "She talks in her sleep. Awful stuff. About killing people. She screams sometimes too. I wake her up and an hour later she's having the same nightmare."

Dani frowned and sat on the edge of the couch. "You should have her see someone! A shrink or something."

"That's the thing," Jerry said. "She is. She's been seeing him for about six months now. She'd been having some minor issues— feeling paranoid, anxious sometimes. A colleague of hers recommended this guy. Said he'd helped another DCIA agent with the same kind of thing." Jerry's voice shook slightly. "At first she was happier, and things seemed to be better for her, but a few weeks ago, everything just fell apart. The nightmares started. The paranoia got worse. I just don't know what to do for her," Jerry said and dropped his head into his hands.

Dani rubbed his back and looked at JT pleadingly.

"Jerry," JT said. "Maybe you should try a different therapist. Maybe this guy isn't any good."

"Maybe," Jerry said, his head still in his hands, his voice muffled.

"What does Sara say?" JT asked.

Jerry looked up at him and his eyes were shining. "A couple of weeks ago when it first started, she told me that they were getting to some difficult things for her to process, and things were going to get worse before they got better. But JT, now she won't even talk to me. She pretends she's asleep when I get home. She leaves the room if I enter it. I don't know what's going on with her and I'm scared."

JT's heart broke for his friend. He knew how much Jerry loved Sara. He also knew how hard things could be for Sara. He'd been out there in the desert with her. And she'd been through things that were many times worse than that.

JT glanced at Dani, then back to his friend. "What if we come over some time this week? We'll help you talk to her."

Jerry sat, thoughtful for a moment. "Maybe that would work. She has an appointment with her therapist in two days and I was planning on going with her. He won't let me in session with her but maybe I can talk to him afterwards, see what he thinks. You guys could come over for dinner."

Dani nodded eagerly. "We'll be there." Jerry tried to smile but it slipped off his face before it even showed up. "Great," he said dully.

Dani looked at JT again, her eyes big and scared. "Jerry, can I get you some tea?"

Jerry looked around the house for the first time. "Where is everybody?"

"They're all sleeping. We're watching the house."

Jerry shook his head and pushed off the couch. "I should get back to Sara. I worry when I'm gone for too long."

Dani stood up and met JT's glance behind Jerry's back again. This was worse than JT ever could have imagined. He and Dani followed Jerry to the door and said their goodbyes. As Jerry walked down the steps, JT had an awful premonition that it was the last time he would ever see his friend again.

 

***

 

Jerry drove away slowly, trying to concentrate on the road. He hadn't even told his friends the worst of it. Sara was wearing her knives again. Even just around the house. She wore long sleeves and boots and he knew she had a spring-loaded knife tucked against each wrist and ankle. What could they possibly be for?

His mind turned back to what had happened that very morning. He shivered, wondering if she was living in the past or having true hallucinations. He had been looking for something in the very back of the closet and found food and water in a corner, plus some books appropriate for a girl about five or six years old. Did she not realize or remember that Lupe, the first girl she had ever rescued from a Mexican brothel, was dead?

Jerry shook his head, and wondered for the hundredth time who the knives were for. An imagined intruder? Him? Or herself?

Each possibility scared him worse than the last.

Jerry didn't want to admit it, but there was something even worse he was hiding, even from himself.  As he drove down the quiet and dark street, unable to think about anything but Sara, he had to face it.

He was almost positive Sara was pregnant. He'd seen the changes in her breasts and her face. Rounder, fuller, with a few mornings of throwing up around the same time the nightmares had started.

More questions crowded his mind. Did she know? Was that what was causing her to become unhinged?

He didn't think he could handle the answer, no matter what it was.


Chapter 8

Hawk prowled the house and thought about his next move. He felt a thousand times better than he'd felt the day before, after getting so many hours of good sleep. He'd awoken around ten o'clock in the evening and sent JT and Dani back to their hotel. He'd stayed up until almost three in the morning and then woke Craig to watch the house while he slept a few more hours. Emma and Vivian had slept the afternoon and night through, then Emma had gotten up early to go to work. Vivian was still sleeping. Craig was also gone, checking in on a few of the last people in the Oberlin case who were still waiting on the hearing to discover their non-judiciary sentences. Hawk didn't think any of them were the likely perpetrators of the crap they had been through the last few days, but they had to start somewhere.

Hawk prowled down the hallway and checked in on his sleeping wife. She was exactly as he had left her. He was worried about her, she hadn't said more than a few words since their house blew up, and she'd slept for almost 18 hours now. He tried to brush the worry away. She was pregnant, or she wouldn't be sleeping so much. She needed her rest.

Hawk heard his new phone ring in Craig's office. Craig had bought it and brought it home for him before heading out to do his investigations. Hawk strode back down the hallway and walked into the room, snatching up the phone and answering it.

Craig's voice rang through it. "I checked in with Scranton. His girlfriend says he's in the Middle East until the hearing. He's been there for two weeks."

Hawk grunted. "Good cover?"

"I don't think so," Craig said. "He sounds like he's trying to clean up his act. But I have his phone number and I will talk to him as soon as he answers his phone. Who's next?"

Hawk looked at his list next to Craig's computer. "Collins. He's at the state building, working in the comptroller's office."

"Got it. Is that it?"

"No. Blitz Palmer, but he's in San Francisco."

Craig made a little noise of dissent. "He seems unlikely. He won't even get jail time with his limited involvement."

"It's all we got, man."

"I know. Do you want me to catch a flight to San Francisco?"

"Let me call down there. See what his schedule is. I'll let you know." Hawk heard the doorbell ring. "I gotta go."

Hawk set his phone down and walked to the front door. JT and Dani stood there and he was glad to see them. "Come in, guys. I'm working. Vivian is still in bed. I didn't have the heart to wake her but now that you're here, I think it would be good for her to get up and move around a little bit."

Dani smiled. "I'll go get her and see if she wants to go shopping for clothes. You guys lost everything right?"

Hawk nodded grimly. They had. Even their cars were burnt messes.

Dani disappeared down the hallway. Hawk lifted his chin at JT and motioned for him to follow him into the office area. Once they got in there, Hawk closed the door. "JT, I need a favor."

"Go," JT said, leaning against the door.

Hawk ran a hand through his hair. "It's a big favor. I need you to make something disappear. And if you're caught, it could mean jail time, depending on how you do it."

JT didn't even blink. "Anything for you, Hawk. You know that."

Hawk shook his head. He hated asking his brother-in-law to do this, but he and Craig didn't think they had any choice. "Thanks man. I need you to go into the woods behind the house and cut to the left. Walk about two hundred yards. You'll see a falling down shed behind the big black and white house four houses down. It's all overgrown, like nobody's been in there for years. Inside you'll find four containers of butane and a huge tub of marijuana. I need you to make them all disappear. Like they never existed."

JT nodded, a light coming into his eyes. "Consider it done. How soon?"

A rock rolled off of Hawk's chest. JT would probably do a better job than even he or Craig could have of making that stuff disappear into the night like smoke.

"It's gotta be tonight, man. We need it gone."

JT nodded and Hawk sat down, relieved.

"I need a favor too," JT said, his voice full of regret.

Hawk looked at him and nodded, knowing he would do anything JT asked, even though he couldn't think of a worse time for the request to come.

JT held up his hands. "I know you're out of your mind busy right now but all I need is for you to look up a license plate for me. You have access to DMV records, right?"

"Yeah," Hawk said. That wouldn't take long.

JT pulled a small piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Hawk. Hawk turned around to face the computer and typed away until he got back a result. He read it off the screen. "Battaini Investigations. PO Box 3497A in San Francisco."

Hawk swiveled around in his chair to face JT. "I know of the company. It's a private investigator's office in San Francisco."

JT shook his head. "Why would a private investigator be following me?"

"Following you?"

"Yeah, I saw this car a couple times in San Francisco last week and now it's been parked outside our hotel every day."

"Are you sure it's the same car?" Hawk asked.

JT nodded. "I saw the guy in San Francisco and then again here. He was watching us a couple of times when we went out for breakfast. A big, heavyset, solid guy who looks former military. That the owner?"

Hawk shook his head. "The owner is Brindi Battaini. She's a new hotshot PI down there. I've heard of some of her exploits over the last year. My boss has worked with her twice. That guy is probably one of her employees."

"Maybe," JT said. "All I know is he's freaking me out. I've tried to approach him twice and he just took off."

Hawk gave him an appraising glance. "Look, JT. I've got to head down to San Francisco anyway. I'll try to talk to her, and see what's going on."

JT shook his head. "Yeah but she's not going to tell you anything."

Hawk stilled, thinking. Finally he spoke again. "She might, though. I can be very persuasive."

JT stared at him for a long moment. "When?"

"Maybe today. Let me make a call."

 

***

 

Hawk stepped out of the building into the cool San Francisco air. He'd caught a last-minute, military hop flight to San Francisco and promised Vivian he would be back by dinnertime. Blitz Palmer had been a complete dead-end. Definitely not the guy they were looking for. He glanced at his watch. He had exactly ten minutes to get across town to make his appointment with Brindi Battaini. Impossible. But he would try anyway.

Hawk drove the lumbering, borrowed, government sedan as quickly as he dared up and down the inclines of San Francisco. He ended up being only twenty-five minutes late, which was better than he had hoped for, but since it was after five o'clock, he still wondered if he had missed his chance. Luckily the hop flights ran every hour on the hour until eight p.m. He'd have a good chance of getting home for a late dinner.

He hurried into the office of the red brick building on Franklin Street. A woman with waist-length, bouncy blonde hair stood with her back to him, locking the glass door that read Battaini Securities. Probably a secretary. Hawk ran up to her and tried to put on a charming smile. "Wait, I have an appointment with Miss Battaini. Is she still here?"

The young woman turned cold eyes on him and scolded him. "You're late."

"I know, I'm sorry. Traffic was awful. Is Miss Battaini here?"

The woman in front of him studied him for a few more minutes and then lightened up. A smile crossed her face, making her look all of twenty-five. She stuck out her hand. "Hi, call me Brindi. You must be Hawk Kincaid with the FBI."

Hawk smiled back and mentally relaxed. Now he knew why he'd been hearing so much about her. Too many men in law enforcement and security were still old-fashioned, thinking only other men could do the job well, so when a woman did the job as well as they did, it was always news to them. When an attractive woman did it, those same men fell all over themselves trying to work with her.

Brindi led him inside and sat him down in the chair opposite her desk. Hawk stuttered for a moment, not sure how to proceed. He hadn't spent any time thinking about how to get her to do something that was surely against her ethics and could even make her lose her license if things went bad.

He would have to explain to her how bad things were for his family right now. How important this information was. He would appeal to her sense of decency, of rightness. Promise her he would never reveal what she said. Something important niggled in the back of Hawk's mind and he reached for it, but he couldn't quite get it. He let his mind work it out on its own and turned his attention back to Brindi.

"One of your men is following someone and I need to know why."

Brindi blinked, but didn't respond in any way.

"JT—Jon Taylor. You have someone following him."

Brindi leaned back in her chair and put her hands behind her head. Her eyes searched the ceiling and she shook her head slowly. "You know I can't tell you anything about that."

Hawk pressed his lips together. "And you know I can get a warrant. Make you open the files."

Brindi sat straight up and faced him openly. "Do you have grounds for a warrant?"

Hawk stared at her, trying not to challenge her. Slowly, he shook his head no.

Brindi opened her hands like that explained everything. "Sorry, Hawk. I wish I could help you. But I know you understand my position. I just wish you hadn't come all the way from Westwood Harbor to hear me say no. I could've told you that over the phone."

Hawk leaned forward, not about to give up that easily. He lowered his voice. "Look, Jon Taylor is my brother-in-law. Our family has been through seven levels of hell in the last forty-eight hours and we need your help."

Brindi gave him a small smile. "Hawk, you seem like a nice guy and I'm really sorry about your family. But I can't help you. You know the confidentiality rules and ethics. I take them very seriously."

Hawk felt his heart sink like a stone. "I get that. But let me ask you something. How would you feel if you provided information to someone that caused people to end up dead? Innocent people."

Brindi narrowed her eyes. "Is that the case?"

Hawk pressed his lips together. He didn't want to lie, but if she heard his story— what he had been through in the last two days and if she thought those events were related to this...

Hawk exploded out of his chair as connections formed like a cement wall in his mind. He held a hand up. "Brindi, I'm sorry. I have to make a phone call. It's a matter of life and death. Can you excuse me for just a moment? Please don't go anywhere."

Confusion showed on Brindi's face but she waved him out into the waiting area where he could make his phone call in relative privacy. Hawk dug the borrowed phone out of his pocket and dialed Vivian's number.

When she answered he blew out a shaky sigh. "Viv, where are you?"

"Home," she said. He did not like the dull note in her voice, but at least she had answered.

"Stay there. Don't let anybody in the house. Who is with you?"

"Why, Hawk? What is going on now?"

"I'll tell you as soon as I can, babe. Is anybody there with you?"

"JT and Dani are here."

"Let me talk to JT – it's important."

Hawk waited impatiently until he finally heard JT pick up the line and speak a greeting. "JT, I'm in San Francisco. I can't explain right now but I think someone might be after you, Vivian, and Emma. We thought this was all about Craig and I, but I think we were wrong. Call Craig and tell him to drive Emma home. Stay with Vivian until I get there. Don't let anyone in the house."

"Got it." JT said.

Hawk silently blessed his brother-in-law and hung up the phone. He returned to Brindi's office to find her waiting patiently for him. He sat down and opened his hands wide.

"The lives of six people are depending on you." He gripped the desk as a shudder ran through him. "Make that seven people. My wife is pregnant."


Chapter 9

Hawk sat silently as the silence filled the room. He had spilled his story and now all he could do was wait for Brindi's verdict.

Brindi leaned back in her chair again and sighed long and slow. Finally she faced him. "I don't know who the guy is who hired me to follow Jon Taylor. I've only talked to him on the phone."

Hawk felt relief spread through him like some calming drug. "What name did he give?"

Brindi pulled a file out of a drawer on her desk and opened it up. "Kevin Hall."

Hawk wrote it down quickly, knowing it would be a dead end. "How did he pay?"

"In cash. He placed it in our drop box in the entryway in the middle of the night."

"Are there cameras out there?"

Brindi nodded but her face was grim. "Sure, but I already checked them. He's got a cap pulled down low over his face and you can't see anything but his chin."

Hawk pressed on. He already knew the guy was smart and careful. He could have expected all of this. "How are you updating him?"

"By email. But it's a throwaway email. I'm sure his name is not associated with it."

Hawk nodded. "But it's the best we have for now. Give it to me and I'll track down his IP address."

Brindi slid a piece of paper across the desk to him. "Are you going to get a search warrant?"

Hawk shrugged. "It looks like I'll have to. I've got a guy who could peek into those files for me, but he's in Hawaii. His sister just beat cancer and he took her on a long vacation to celebrate."

Brindi fiddled with the paper on her desk. "I've got a guy too, but he's in Vietnam on assignment. It might take me a day or two to get him on it but I'll ask him if you need me to."

Hawk thought for a moment and almost gave her the go-ahead, but could they really wait for a day or two?

His hand snuck to the phone in his pocket. "Wait. I know someone who can access those files." He yanked out the phone and turned it on, then shoved it back into his pocket in frustration. "My phone blew up in the explosion. I don't have his number in this one."

Hawk wracked his brain trying to remember the number, but he knew it was hopeless. Then he realized he had another way to get ahold of Knox Rosesson. "I'll bet he's on his computer. I know his Skype name. Any chance I can use your computer?"

"Of course." Brindi pushed the laptop across the desk so he could reach it.

Hawk spun the laptop around and found Skype in the program files. It was already logged in with Brindi's Skype name, Bbattainisecurity. Hawk hoped Knox would answer. He typed in Knox's Skype name, alphaprivatesecurity, and sent a friend request and message. Knox, pick up, I need to talk to you. He bent over the keyboard again to add his name when the program chimed acceptance and then a call began ringing through.

Knox's face filled the screen and his voice sounded out of the speakers. "Hi darlin, what can I help you with?" he drawled in a bedroom voice.

Hawk clicked the tiny video icon so Knox could see him. Knox's smile faded immediately. "Oh, it's just you, Hawk."

Hawk quirked a smile. "It's good to see you too, Knox."

"Sorry, man. I thought I was going to get to talk to the lovely lady in the picture."

Brindi popped up from her chair and came around the desk to get in the frame, peeking over Hawk's shoulder. "Here I am," she breathed.

Knox's smile reappeared and Hawk shook his head. They didn't have time for this.

Hawk put his hands up in front of the screen. "I hate to break this party up but I'm calling for a reason."

After a beat, Knox pulled his eyes away from Brindi and gave Hawk his full attention.

That was more like it. "I need to know the IP address for a throwaway email account. This is personal and important. Life and death."

Knox made a give it gesture and Hawk recited the email address. He knew Knox would help him.

"Give me five minutes," Knox said and his Skype screen blanked.

Brindi returned to her chair. "Who is that? He's hot."

Hawk pressed the mute button on the video chatting software and turned to Brindi, a sour look on his face. "That's Knox Rosesson."

Brindi's eyes widened. "Of Rosesson Home Security?"

Hawk shook his head. "That's his father. Knox started his own company. He does panic rooms like his dad, but he also does personal security for the wealthy."

Brindi's eyes shone. "Hook me up," she said.

Hawk groaned. "Just professionally. From what I've heard his personal life is kind of... convoluted."

Now Brindi just looked fascinated. "Like three ex-wives and a crazy mistress convoluted?"

"No... more like ... ah, just trust me. He's more trouble than he's worth. Unless you're into that kind of thing."

"I'd be willing to try anything once," Brindi said. "Especially with a guy who looks like that. He's got dark and handsome down. Tell me he's tall and I won't be able to handle it."

Hawk shrugged. "He's about my height."

Brindi's eyes rolled back in her head and she fanned herself with a piece of paper from her desk.

Hawk watched her bemusedly. "Don't say I didn't warn you."

The laptop in front of him lightened and Knox's face came back on the screen.

"Ready?"

Hawk un-muted them, grabbed a piece of paper and nodded.

"I got the IP address and I already traced it for you. It comes back to a Canon Country Industries. PO Box 4547 Tetam County, California."

Hawk copied the information down, his mind whirling. Tetam County was just outside of Westwood Harbor.

A knock sounded behind Hawk as he was writing, someone at the main entrance. Brindi shot up from her chair and excused herself, leaving Hawk alone in her office.

Hawk looked up to see Knox watching her go. When the door closed behind her Knox said, "What's her story?"

"That's Brindi Battaini. She's a private investigator here in San Francisco."

"Single?"

Hawk shrugged. "Seems like it."

"I've heard of her," Knox said. "I didn't know she was so gorgeous though."

"I don't think she's your type," Hawk said, remembering the kind of women he'd seen Knox involved with before.

Knox threw back his head and laughed. "Come on Kincaid, all women are my type."

Hawk shook his head, then prepared to ask one more favor and sign off. Knox's preferences in women was something he had no time or desire to think about. He had to get home and make sure his family was still safe.


Chapter 10

Emma stomped in her front door, Craig on her heels. "I just don't understand why you had to come to the fire station," she said over her shoulder.

JT stood in the dining area, setting the table. "Uh-oh," he said, throwing a glance their way. "Lover's quarrel?"

Emma didn't wait for a reply from Craig. She addressed JT. "I had to do four hours of overtime at station eighteen for one of the captains and Craig sat there in the station the entire time, in the radio room, glowering at anyone who dared to step off the sidewalk or come too close to the building."

JT shrugged. "Hawk thinks you could be in danger. Craig is just trying to protect you."

"Yeah, that's what I heard. What else is new?" Emma grumped, then disappeared into her bedroom to change her clothes.

When she returned to the dining room she felt better, some of the day's headaches already shed along with her uniform. She found her husband standing against the dining room wall, listening to JT. She pressed herself against him and twined her hands around his waist. "Sorry. I didn't mean to be grumpy."

Craig squeezed her tight and planted a chaste kiss on her forehead. "I even love you when you're grumpy, you know that. JT was about to tell me about their day."

JT shrugged. "Hawk will be home soon. We don't really know anything else yet. We've just been hanging out since we got his phone call. He says not to wait for him to eat dinner."

Dani came into the room from down the hallway, pulling Vivian after her. Emma looked over her sister, concern on her face. Vivian seemed worse than she had yesterday. Her hair had not been brushed or washed and she was still wearing the same clothes Emma had given her the night before. Vivian pulled away from Dani and sat at the table, not looking at anyone. Emma rushed over and kissed her sister on the cheek. "Hi Viv, how are you doing?"

"Good," Vivian mumbled into her empty plate.

Emma squeezed Vivian's shoulder and looked at Dani, heartbreak for her sister in her eyes. Dani motioned for her to come into the kitchen.

Emma followed Dani into the far corner of the kitchen where Dani crowded close and whispered into her ear. "She wouldn't buy anything today. I had to bring her home early. She wouldn't even look at the baby clothes. I think she's still in some sort of shock."

Emma looked over her shoulder, through the open doorway between the kitchen and dining area where Vivian sat quietly at the dining room table. Emma's heart sank. She knew what to do for physical shock but emotional shock? How did you help someone get over the fact that their house had been blown up and someone was trying to kill them?

Dani plucked at her sleeve. "Help me with dinner. Maybe we can talk to her after."

Emma nodded and headed to the countertop, carrying bowls of soup and bread to the table.

When they all sat down to their meal, Emma watched Vivian closely, anxious to see that she was only caressing her spoon and not actually picking it up and using it to eat. Emma wondered how long it had been since Vivian had eaten anything. The baby needed food.

Vivian stopped caressing her spoon and reached forward to do the same thing to her bread plate.

Dani leaned forward suddenly, a fierce look in her eyes. "Are you thinking about all your wedding china, Vivian? That was a lovely set you got."

A single tear fell from Vivian's eye into her soup.

Emma stared hard at Dani, hoping she would take the hint and stop talking.

But Dani took no hint. "Are you thinking about how all your plates are gone? How they were destroyed in the fire?"

Emma looked around at JT and Craig who were both staring at Dani openly. Emma caught Dani's eye. What are you doing? she mouthed.

Trust me, Dani mouthed back.

"Your pictures, Vivian. They're all gone too. And the crib your dad made for the baby. It's gone. Burnt up in the fire."

JT reached across the table and grasped Dani's hand. "Dani," he whispered. "Hawk isn't going to like—"

"The baby's nursery," Dani exclaimed, ignoring JT. "It's gone. Completely destroyed."

Understanding dawned in Emma's brain. She looked closely at Vivian. Tears dripped down her face now, but her expression still showed no emotion.

Dani's got it wrong though, she's trying to make Vivian be sad. Vivian's already sad enough. She needs to get angry!

Emma took a moment to wonder if she had ever seen her sister get angry and then pushed the thought away. It didn't matter, because she was about to. "That guy took everything you had. It's okay to be upset. Angry even. I would be livid if someone blew up my house and tried to kill me."

Still no reaction from Vivian. Emma opened her mouth to try again but Vivian arched suddenly, like a cat. She slammed her hand on the table and let out a scream then stood up, knocking her chair to the floor. Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw JT drop his silverware and stare openly at Viv in surprise.

Vivian's hands clenched open and closed like she wasn't sure what to do with them. Emma stood up too, thrilled to finally see Vivian responding. Vivian looked around the table, her eyes flashing in anger. Emma acted without thinking, snatching Hawk's empty bowl off of the table and thrusting it into Vivian's hands.

Vivian looked at the bowl like she'd never seen one before and then heaved it across the room at the wall, where it shattered with a flat, unimportant sound, the pieces falling to the floor. Emma grabbed a plate and gave it to her sister. Vivian threw this one on the floor, an agonized, hurting sound coming from her throat.

"That ... that ... MOTHERFUCKER!" Vivian screamed. Craig stood up and took a step backwards, his face showing his disbelief and uncertainty. Vivian snatched up her fork and knife and threw them into the corner of the room, another anguished cry coming from her.

The front door slammed open and everyone jumped but Vivian. Hawk took a powerful step into the room. "What in the hell is going on here?" he thundered, his eyes on his trembling wife.

Hawk rushed to Vivian's side and she collapsed into his arms. "Hawk, he took everything we had. He blew up our house. He robbed us of everything we owned in the world."

Hawk held Vivian close, caressing her hair and kissing her cheeks. "He did baby, he did. But he didn't take you and he didn't take me. And he didn't take the most precious thing we have."

Hawk dropped to his knees and kissed Vivian's rounded belly with incredible tenderness. The gesture was so intimate, Emma had to look away. "He didn't take this baby that you're providing such a safe and perfect home for."

A wracking, tormented sob built up in Vivian's throat, spilling over into the room. Her body shook as the tears poured out of her, her hands clenching Hawk's shoulders. Hawk held her around her waist until she quieted as everyone in the room stayed silent, feeling Vivian's pain. Hawk stood and picked her up. "I'm taking you to bed."

"No," Vivian said quietly. "I've spent enough time in bed. Put me down."

Hawk did and Vivian grasped his cheeks, staring into his eyes. "I've never wished harm on anyone, but you promise me something Holden Kincaid," she said, her eyes burning. "You promise me you'll catch him. Make him pay. Make sure he'll never do it again to anyone."

Hawk looked back solemnly. "I promise."

"Good, then let's eat. Sorry about your plates, Emma."

"No problem," Emma said. She stood and ran to get the broom. Dani got up to help and as they passed each other, their hands met in a subtle, sliding low-5. Vivian was back!

 

***

Hawk filled his soup bowl to the top and took four pieces of bread. He managed to take a few bites of food before the eyes on him forced him to start talking. "I don't know much more than I told you already. A lot of this is just a feeling on my part, but if you add in JT being followed to everything that happened to us—"

"What?" Dani said. She turned to JT. "You didn't tell me you were being followed."

JT shrugged. "I didn't want to worry you."

Vivian caught Hawk's attention. "But who? Why? What connects the three of us but our father? And he's dead."

"That's what we have to figure out."

"What did the private investigator tell you?" Craig asked.

Hawk explained what little they had discovered and then put the piece of paper with the company name Knox had discovered for him in the middle of the table. "Canon Country Industries. We don't know who the company belongs to yet. I have a friend looking into it."

"Who?" Craig asked.

"Rosesson."

Craig nodded as if satisfied. "Good."

Emma picked up the little piece of paper. "Who's Rosesson?"

"A buddy of mine," Hawk said. "From high school. You might have heard of his dad, Felix Rosesson."

Dani broke in. "Oh, the guy from the infomercials?"

Hawk nodded. "He's the guy that's made billions of dollars building personal fallout shelters and panic rooms for ordinary people who can't really afford it. He bought a mortgage company so he could refinance people's homes and take the money out of the equity so they didn't need to be able to afford it."

Emma's eyes narrowed as she dropped the paper back on the table. "At crazy high interest rates, I'll bet."

"Of course."

Emma made a face. "And you're working with this guy?"

"That's his dad," Hawk said patiently. "Knox started his own company because he doesn't agree with his dad's tactics."

Hawk turned to Dani and JT. "How long are you two going to be in town?"

JT glanced at Dani, who answered the question. "Only four more days, then I have an assignment."

Hawk nodded. "I want you to check out of the hotel and come stay here with us." He looked around at Craig and Emma. "If that's cool—"

Emma nodded quickly. "Of course. We can put them up in the basement."

JT looked dubious. "Is that necessary?"

Hawk didn't say anything for a few moments. "I don't know," he admitted. "But if this really is about the three of you, I think we're all safer together, circling the wagons, so to speak." He turned to Emma. "Emma, can you take some time off of work? Just until we can make some headway on this?"

Emma bit her lip and shook her head at the same time. "Maybe, but I have to go in tomorrow. The fire inspector is giving his report on your fire and the warehouse fire. I'm also expected to give a report."

Hawk rolled his eyes back as if he were thinking. "But Craig takes you to work and brings you home."

Emma nodded resignedly. Craig spoke up. "And I'll come by at noon to take you to lunch."

Hawk looked around the table hoping he wasn't forgetting anything. The five most important people in his life were here, counting on him. His eyes lingered on his pregnant wife. Make that the six most important people.


Chapter 11

Craig returned home the next morning to a full and noisy house. He found Hawk at the kitchen table, eating breakfast. "Emma is at work. What do I do now?"

"Nothing," Hawk said between bites. "Our only lead is the Canon Country Industries company and I haven't heard back from Knox yet. I've already called the post office in Tetam County. They want a warrant to release any information."

"I'll get one written up."

Hawk shook his head. "I've already got one on Judge Davis' desk. I'm hoping he'll sign it on his lunch hour but I might have to wait till five or six. He's in session all day."

Craig grabbed a bagel. "What about Judge Holt?"

"She's on vacation. She'll be back tomorrow."

Craig gave him a knowing look. "She'd do it for you."

Hawk grimaced. "I know, but I called already. She's not in the state until eight o'clock tonight."

Craig grunted and sat back, chewing his bagel. "I hate doing nothing."

Hawk didn't respond.

Craig's phone rang and he plucked it out of his pocket just as Dani and Vivian came into the room, laughing.

Craig answered his phone but couldn't hear well over the girls. He thought he heard West Shepherd say he was in trouble. He strode into his office and shut the door.

"Sorry about that. I had to step into my office for privacy. What's the trouble?" he said, even as he wondered how much more trouble he could handle.

 

***

 

Craig left his office, his mind spinning. Hawk was still sitting at the kitchen table, his plate empty and his eyes full of questions. Other than him, the room was empty. Craig sat down across from him. "Do you know anything about Operation Arma?"

Hawk stared at him for a long time before answering. "Yeah, it's just a rumor though."

Craig felt his face twist. "What's the rumor?"

"It's supposed to be a secret base somewhere in Nevada where the military is developing some sort of super weapon. Maybe even experimenting with weapons they took off of alien spacecraft," Hawk said, his voice betraying his disbelief.

Craig felt a stone weight roll onto his chest. "That was West, the firefighter who used to work with Emma. He said it's not a rumor. He and his girlfriend just escaped from there and now they are being hunted. He says he needs my help."

"Hunted," Hawk muttered. "By our government?"

"Yeah," Craig said softly.

Hawk made a face. "That's bad business. Ten times worse than Oberlin."

"Yeah."

"And it sure is coming at a horrible time," Hawk mused.

"I know." Craig sat heavily, feeling like he weighed a ton.

"Is this the guy who helped you with the mercenary case last month?"

Craig nodded, his expression placid, almost sad.

Silence stretched through the room as a secret conversation passed between the two friends. They both knew what an awful thing this was to get involved with. They both also knew that Craig could never turn the other way and pretend he knew nothing about it when an innocent person truly needed his help.

Hawk finally spoke. "Emma would want you to help if you could."

Craig stood up, decision made. "I'll be back this evening," he said roughly and disappeared out the front door.

Hawk watched him go and said a small prayer.

Within a moment, Craig came back in. "Can you take Emma to lunch at noon?"

"Yeah."

"And can you pick her up from work?"

Hawk nodded.

Craig nodded. "I'll text her and let her know the change of plans."

"Wait, I have to check in with the judge at noon. Tell her it will be 12:30 or 1 before I can get there."

Craig grunted in acknowledgement, his fingers flying over his phone as he backed out the door.

Hawk watched him go again, knowing he did not need to say any more. Craig would be as careful as he could, and he would call if he needed something.

 


Chapter 12

Emma walked up the stairs of the fire department, on her way to her big meeting, her notes and her laptop under her arm. She pushed open the fire exit door and walked into the large open area where her secretary sat. "Sylvia, I can't believe you're still here," she said.

Sylvia leaned back and rubbed her pregnant belly. "I know, this baby is never going to come."

"When is your due date again? Soon, right?"

"It was the day before yesterday," Sylvia said with a sour grin on her face.

Emma winced. "You should just go home. You look..."

Sylvia raised an eyebrow.

"You look great, but you have to be uncomfortable."

Sylvia laughed. "I just want to save all my vacation for after the baby comes out."

Emma nodded, wondering how much maternity leave lieutenants were allowed.

Sylvia waved her towards the meeting room. "You better get in there. The chiefs are already gathered. You're up first because the fire inspector is running late."

"Great," Emma grumped. She pointed her feet towards the room and forced herself to head in.

The new chief sat at the head of the long table, eyeballing her. She wasn't late— she was early actually, so she wasn't worried about that, but he always seemed grumpy. She hadn't had too much experience with him yet. He reminded her of a scary Johnny Cash and had some weird thing about all their phones.

"Phone," he barked as she entered the room. Emma took her phone out of her pocket and slid it onto the table in front of the chair she would be sitting in. The chief opened his hands in an expectant gesture that caused her to hurry to the front of the room and pull out her laptop.

Forty-five grueling minutes later she had given her report and answered every question they could think of. When nobody said anything for three minutes she sat down and shuffled her notes, waiting for someone to move on. The chief grabbed the intercom phone in the center of the desk. "Sylvia, tell York to get in here!" He bellowed. Emma put a finger to one ear and wondered why he used the intercom at all. Sylvia had to be able to hear him through the door.

A voice came over the intercom that she didn't recognize. "I'll track him down, Chief."

Emma eyed her phone in front of her. Its screen lit up as the text message came across. Her fingers itched to grab it but she knew from experience that the chief would ream her out for it. She looked around at the other lieutenants and assistant chief in the room. They all avoided her gaze, knowing what she was thinking.

Cowards.

Just as Emma was about to grab her phone for a quick second, Carl York came bustling into the room carrying a large, twisted piece of metal. His eyes met hers and she wondered if he had found out Vivian was her sister yet.

York hurried over and dumped what was obviously a very heavy piece of metal on the table right in front of Emma. It wobbled to one side and fell over and she heard her phone crunch.

Emma sucked in a breath and snatched her phone up. A long, straight crack ran from one corner to the other, rendering it completely useless.

Fantastic.

 

***

 

When Emma was finally released from the meeting from hell, she was the first one out into the reception area. A woman she didn't recognize sat at Sylvia's desk. A temp from upstairs maybe. "Where's Sylvia?"

The woman snapped her gum and swiveled her chair around to face Emma. "Her water broke. She's probably already at the hospital," she said like Emma should already know that.

Emma ignored her as excitement filled her. "Oh that's wonderful." She couldn't wait to visit Sylvia and hold the brand new baby.

Her stomach grumbled and she looked at the clock. 12:10. "Any messages for me?"

The woman snapped her gum again and shook her head no. Emma took off down the stairs, hoping Craig was waiting for her in her office. When she arrived there, it was empty. She walked outside and looked in the parking lot. His car was not there.

Emma bit the inside of her lip and look down the street. She was starving. She shouldn't have to wait for him to show up in order to go get a bite to eat. There was a place on the corner less than two blocks away that had fabulous spring rolls. Her mouth began to water. Behind her, her office phone rang. She ignored it for just a moment, then turned and walked back inside.

Just as she made it to her office, the phone stopped ringing. She picked it up anyway and dialed Craig's number but when it went straight to voicemail she made up her mind and hung up. It would only take her a few minutes to get lunch and be back. She'd get some for him too and they could eat in the break room.

Emma pushed out the door into the midday heat and walked quickly to the sidewalk. She'd be back before he ever even missed her.

 

***

 

Sylvia's replacement, Candi, swiveled in her chair a few times, wondering if she could somehow switch the chair with the one at her desk upstairs before Sylvia came back. This one was much more comfortable. As she turned back to the desk her eyes fell on a large white note in Sylvia's handwriting. For Lt. Masterson when she gets out of the meeting. Hubby called. He has business in Nevada. Hawk will meet her for lunch but can't make it till 12:30 or 1:00. Important.

Candi called Lt. Masterson's number, but the phone only rang. She grabbed up the note and stood up, thinking Lt. Masterson was probably somewhere downstairs. But that was so far, and her feet already hurt in her heels. She read the note over again and rolled her eyes. Exciting. Not. Lt. Masterson would figure it out when this Hawk guy showed up instead of her husband. Candi wadded up the piece of paper and threw it in the garbage then sat down for more swiveling.


Chapter 13

The man sat in his car in the alley, the air conditioning blasting, watching the thin slice of the fire department that was visible across the street. This was his favorite spot for thinking, for scheming, for planning his way to the billions that should be his. All his. The only business that had a door that opened to this alley had closed months ago, and he was never disturbed here.

Just the thought of his billions made his heart sink. What now? His foolproof plan, his plan that he had worked on for over six months had gone spectacularly wrong.

It should've been simple. Blow up the house, eliminating Vivian Kincaid, then frame Craig Masterson and when he was hauled off to jail, feed Emma Masterson a vial of sleeping pills and prop her up in the car in the garage with the engine running. Who wouldn't believe she'd killed herself after most of her family was destroyed in front of her.

Those Fucking Brainless Idiots, the two FBI men they were married to, had ruined everything somehow. He still didn't know how they had managed to first escape the explosion and then squirm out of being arrested, but did it even matter anymore? The plans had failed.

He had never had a plan nailed down for Jon Taylor, but something had been starting to form. Maybe something to do with that foreign motorcycle he zipped around on.

He had thought his plans were perfect, and all of them had taken into account his little... problem, so there had never been a chance of him passing out at a critical moment.

What was he supposed to do now? After the Senate commission hearing in two weeks his father's will would be open for contest. He was supposed to be the only living relative by then.

He would have to come up with all new plans, and now they were all on guard. Suspicious. Maybe it would be best if he quit while he was ahead ... gave up. Admitted defeat.

His face heated at the shame of it as movement across the street caught his eye. The door to the fire department opened and Emma Masterson strolled out, alone.

Impulse gripped him as he watched her walk his way. His brain heated with half-formed plans. If he had her, he could lure the others somehow. Get them to come to him. Eliminate them in some way. If he were smart enough about it, suspicion would never fall on him. No one knew of any connection between him and them. If there were no living relatives, the billions would sit in estate for a year before the government was able to get their hands on it. A plan formed in his mind. He could watch the billions grow, as money of that size always did, and then "discover" his relation to the man who had started all of this. He would present himself to his father's lawyer and claim modesty, say he wanted no press releases. By that time, the death of two FBI agents and their wives and brother-in-law would be old news.

He would figure out the details later. He only had a few seconds before Emma passed the mouth of the alleyway, out of his reach.

There was never any question as to how he would get her close to him. She was a rescuer wasn't she? He just had to provide someone that needed to be rescued.

He opened his car door and threw himself on the ground, crying out in apparent pain.


Chapter 14

Craig ushered West and Katerina onto the small, empty airplane that would take them to Dallas. He sat back in a seat a few rows away from them, needing space and quiet to process all the information he had received on the drive to the airport.

Their story had been unbelievable, but also horribly believable.

What now? Did he go home and pretend he never heard any of it? Turn a blind eye to keep himself and those he loved safe?

He knew he couldn't do that, but what were his options? The resulting scandal from an investigation of this magnitude could encompass every branch of the government all the way up to the president of the United States. He'd be fired or shot before he ever got past the military branch.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes as the small plane taxied towards the runway. This mess certainly couldn't have come at a worse time. He made the sudden decision to drop it. To drop it all, go back to Westwood Harbor, figure out who had tried to kill Hawk and Vivian and frame him. Once that person was behind bars, then he would think about this mess. He'd get West and Katerina to safety, and go back to his fucked up life and deal with this later.

They made it to the Dallas airport and Craig helped the two homeless, countryless survivors into the building, then said goodbye. He didn't want to know what country they were headed to. It was safer that way for them. Katerina cried the entire time, not looking at him once, but West shook his hand and thanked him.

Craig walked away from them, his mood black and bleak. Life seemed like quite a trial at that moment.

Craig checked his watch and realized his own plane would be leaving in less than ten minutes. He ran through the terminal and just barely made it, with no time to spare to even check his phone messages. He settled back against the seat and tried to sleep. He would be in San Francisco in three and a half hours and then the drive home would take him just under two. He could be home by midnight if everything went perfectly.

Craig's plane arrived in San Francisco on time and he headed straight to the rental car agency. He'd taken a hop flight from Westwood Harbor to San Francisco but none ran this late at night so he had to rent a car to get home. When he had his car and was ready to pull out of the parking lot his phone buzzed in his pocket, reminding him he still hadn't checked his messages.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and immediately the screen glowed brightly, showing him he had one hundred and twelve text messages and twenty-four voicemail messages.

Dread coiled in his stomach like a snake. His finger shook as he tapped on the text messages.

Emma was missing.

Craig let out a yell that shook the windows of his rental. He pounded on the steering wheel in rage.

He made it back to Westwood Harbor by 11:22, breaking every speed limit on the way there.

 


Chapter 15

Hawk followed Craig down the dark street in front of the fire station. It was just before three o'clock in the morning and he knew there was no way Craig would sleep that night. In front of him, Craig began to yell.

Craig pointed at the business closest to him. "No fucking cameras!" He pointed at the next building in the row, and then the next. "No fucking cameras, no fucking cameras, no fucking cameras!" He clenched his hand into a fist and punched the siding of the first business hard enough to dent it.

Hawk rushed up to him. "Dude, calm down."

"Calm down! Calm down? How do you expect me to calm down? Emma is missing. She could be... She could be...."

Hawk dropped his voice and put his arm around his friend. "She's not. We'll find her."

"How are we going to find her? We have exactly nothing to go on!" Craig whirled around and motioned towards the fire department. "Nobody saw her leave. Nobody saw her disappear. We talked to everybody who was at her work. They don't know squat. You said you talked to everyone in these businesses and they didn't see anything. Dani has her picture plastered all across the news stations and none of the hundreds of people who have called me know a thing. She didn't just fall down a hole somewhere. Someone has her."

Craig spun to face Hawk. "What about the Canon Country Industries. Have we found anything on that?"

"Knox was able to uncover the person who registered the corporation but he says the guy doesn't exist."

Craig scoffed and look up at the sky as if to say why? He turned back to Hawk, a fierce and scary light in his eyes. "What does that mean?"

"There's a name and social security number on record for the person who registered the corporation. He showed a driver's license and a passport as identification but Knox says it's only a paper trail. No one's ever gotten any credit under the social security number or paid any taxes on it. He says the guy doesn't exist. Someone grabbed the social security number somehow and had a couple of fake IDs made."

"What about the picture on the driver's license?"

Hawk pressed his lips together. "That's a dead-end too. He says it's a dark-haired guy who weighs at least three hundred pounds."

"That's unusual," Craig said eagerly. "Someone like that shouldn't be too hard to find."

Hawk shook his head. "He did an image search on it—the picture belongs to a real guy living in Alabama."

"Our guy stole his picture then because he looks like him."

Hawk shook his head again. "Come on man, you know he used that picture because someone could look at his ID and even if it looked nothing like him he could just say he lost a hundred and fifty pounds."

Craig paced three heavy steps, then turned around and paced three steps back, then kicked the light pole on the sidewalk, making it wobble. When he spoke the venom in his voice chilled Hawk. He'd never heard Craig so angry. "The fucking bastard. He's fucking clever."

Hawk kept his mouth shut. They already knew that. He and Craig needed to be twice as clever now. Emma's life could be depending on it.

Hawk's phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and read the text.

I need you here. I think I've discovered something about the guy we are looking for.

Hawk shoved his phone back in his pocket. "Vivian thinks she has a lead. Let's go."

Craig beat him to his truck, then drove home at break-neck speeds. Hawk held on tightly and never said a word. His friend was on a razor-thin edge, and Hawk didn't blame him for a second.

As soon as they entered the house, Vivian was waiting for them at the door, papers in her hand that she held close to her chest to keep Craig from grabbing them. Hawk noticed the strain and worry lines on her face. She held up a hand to Craig. "I might have something, but you need to let me explain it in my own way. It's important."

Craig grunted and took a step back, his agitation clearly visible in his posture and stance. He entered the room and stood by the kitchen table, ignoring JT and Dani on the couch.

Vivian turned to Hawk. "This is kind of a long shot, but I had nothing else to do. I typed Canon Country Industries into Google and went through the results."

Hawk shook his head. "I already did that."

Vivian shushed him. "I know you did. But you only looked through the first fifteen results. I watched you. I went through over a hundred results, combing through each page for anything that could help us."

Hawk eyed the papers in her hand. "And?"

"And nothing. I didn't find anything that way, but then I started thinking that there must be some sort of a connection between the company and us, so I began typing in the company name and then one of our names."

Hawk searched his wife's face, impressed. It wasn't often that someone out-thought him, but Vivian had done it before.

Vivian was still talking, her papers still clutched to her chest. "That didn't come up with anything either, so I tried to come up with more connections. What is the biggest thing that connects the three of us?"

Hawk's brain burned with understanding. "Your parents," he said, ignoring Craig's fidgeting at the table.

Vivian nodded, excited now. "I typed in Canon Country Industries and Frank Oberlin, and searched the two of them together." She peeled off the first piece of paper and dropped it on to the kitchen table where everyone could see it. It was a print out of a picture of a man. "Eventually, at a fundraising site, I found this."

Craig snatched the piece of paper up before Hawk could see it. "It's that dick from the party—Senator what's-his-face."

Vivian stared at Hawk hard, her eyes telegraphing volumes. "It looks like him, doesn't it? But that is actually Frank Oberlin when he was thirty years old."

Hawk felt his stomach do a lazy roll. He took the paper from Craig's hands and stared at it hard. The dark hair, slim face, and ice-blue eyes staring back at him could easily be Senator Preston Troy. But it was Frank Oberlin?

"Your father?" Craig spat out.

Vivian winced. "Yeah."

Hawk looked up over the paper at Vivian, knowing exactly what she was thinking. He looked over to the couch where Dani and JT sat with watchful eyes. He saw knowledge of the truth in their faces too.

"So they are related?" Craig said slowly.

Vivian nodded. "My guess is that they're father and son."

"So he's your brother?" Craig said, plucking the piece of paper from Hawk's fingers.

"Half-brother, I'm sure." Vivian said.

Craig stared at the picture for a long time as Hawk thought furiously. Finally, Craig let the paper fall from his fingers. "He's got Emma," Craig said to no one in particular, his face ashen under its layer of waxy rage.

"What's his address?" Craig asked, his eyes on the dining room table, his voice soft and deadly. Hawk felt fear spike through him. Craig might just kill somebody tonight.

"Craig, listen to me man, we've got to follow procedure. We can't just run over to this guy's house and break-in—"

Craig turned to Vivian, ignoring Hawk completely. He swiped the rest of the papers out of her hands and rifled through them. He must've found what he was looking for, because he dropped all the papers except for one and started for the door.

Quick as a cat, Hawk jumped in front of him, barring the doorway. "Craig wait, what will you do when you get there?"

"That depends," Craig said in that same deadly voice. "If I see any sign that he's got Emma, I'm going to rip him in half." Craig dug in his feet and tried to push past his friend. Hawk grabbed the doorjamb and held on, knowing he couldn't let Craig get past him. Craig lowered his head and caught Hawk under the arm, pushing him to the left. Hawk's hands slipped.

"JT, help me!" Hawk cried.

But JT was already up and moving. He grabbed Craig around the left shoulder and pulled. "Come on, man," he grunted with effort. "Be reasonable." Behind him, Dani chanted, "Oh God, oh God." She bounced up from the couch but didn't approach the men. What could she do? Craig was twice her size. If Emma had been there she probably would have launched herself at Craig and climbed on his shoulders, but if Emma had been there, none of this would be happening anyway. Vivian watched the men resignedly, as if she already expected Craig's sheer anger and adrenaline to lend him enough strength to win against two men his size.

Craig let out a yell then turned betrayed eyes on Hawk. "Let me go! I have to find her!"

Hawk planted his feet and held on as tightly as he could, trying not to let Craig move him. He shouted, hoping to get through to his friend.

"We'll go over there, I promise you, but you have to listen to me. You cannot just barge into his house. It's three in the morning, I'm sure he's sleeping. We have to do this the right way or he's going to have you arrested and thrown in jail! You'll never get Emma back if that happens."

Hawk felt Craig's determination lag a tiny bit and he redoubled his efforts. "We gotta do this right, man, or we have no chance. Trust me. I swear we can figure it out if you just give us a couple of minutes to think."

Craig sagged slightly and Hawk cautiously let up on his grip of the door. Craig dropped his head, a strangled noise erupted from his throat. "What if she doesn't have a couple of minutes?"

Hawk and JT hugged him, providing cold comfort as best they could.

"We'll find her, Craig. I swear it. Let's just have a plan before we rush over there." Hawk knew he was telling the truth, they would find her, he just prayed that when they found her, she was still alive.


Chapter 16

Hawk watched Craig warily, afraid he was going to bolt for the door at any moment. When Craig finally sank heavily onto the couch, Hawk darted into the office and retrieved Craig's laptop, then brought it to the kitchen table and sat down. His fingers flew over the keyboard as he looked up Senator Preston Troy's history.

Hawk read through a Wikipedia page listing all the senator's accomplishments. When his eyes lit on the sentence describing him as an ex-CIA explosive expert, Hawk's blood turned red hot. This guy had tried to kill him. And Vivian. Before the anger could roll its way out into his consciousness, Hawk stuffed it back down. Craig was angry enough for both of them. He needed to be the calming force today or this guy really would end up dead.

Hawk announced to the room what he had discovered. The silence was deafening, no one choosing to comment on it.

At the very bottom of the biography information was a mention that Senator Troy had been in the Marine Corps, but it didn't mention his area of expertise while he'd been in. Hawk searched another website that would give him that information.

"Huh," he said as he read what he found there. "That's strange."

"What?" JT said as he sat down at the kitchen table with a steaming cup of coffee in his hands.

"He was in the Marine Corps for only seven months. He received a general under honorable circumstances discharge."

"Seven months is strange. And he wasn't injured or he would have been given an honorable discharge. Unless he did something stupid like shot himself."

"Let me see if I can figure out what exactly the discharge was for."

"You can get into the Marine Corps databases?"

Hawk nodded. "Certain areas of the government are almost completely unguarded. Discharge details is one of them."

Hawk did his magic and within a few moments he had what he was looking for. "Get this," he said. "He went through boot and then infantry assault training, but once he got to his unit it was discovered that he fainted at the site of blood. So they kicked him out."

"Unlikely criminal," JT mused.

Hawk quirked his head. "He's unlikely anyway."

Craig spoke up from the couch. "You guys have three minutes and then I'm out of here."

"Wait, Craig. Just let me look at his house on Google Earth. See what we're heading into."

Hawk searched quickly and found himself once again surprised. "The house certainly isn't flashy. It's no bigger than this place. It's close by, too."

"I thought all the politicians out here lived on Millionaire Row," Dani said, coming in from the kitchen with her own cup of coffee.

Hawk shrugged. "Maybe he can't afford Millionaire Row. He's only been a senator for a few months."

Dani set her cup of coffee down on the table. "Not that senators make a killing anyway, the ones who don't take bribes. Most of them come into the job with money. Did you ever find out how he got the job?"

Hawk shook his head. "It just says here that the governor appointed him."

Craig stood up, making it clear that he was on his last bit of patience. Hawk thought furiously. He couldn't leave Vivian alone, but he needed JT with them. Craig was likely to be difficult to handle no matter what. He decided they all were going and he stood up to say so when another question popped into his mind. He turned to his wife. "Vivian, what did he ask you?"

"What?"

"That night, at the party. What did Preston Troy ask you?"

"Oh. He asked me when the baby was due and if I knew the sex of the baby."

"Did he introduce himself?"

"No, he talked to me like we were old friends."


Chapter 17

Craig pulled up on the dark and quiet street in front of Preston Troy's address and killed his truck engine. Dani and JT pulled up behind him and did the same thing. Craig craned his neck to see the house around Hawk, who sat in the passenger seat. The house was dark. Not a sign of life. The bastard had better hope he didn't have Emma in there. There was little chance of him making it out alive if he did. Craig had never felt such a curious combination of desperation and rage in his entire life. Emma was everything to him.

Hawk turned in his seat to address Vivian, who was sitting in the back. "Do you want to go sit with Dani and JT or stay here?"

"How long will you be?"

Hawk looked at the dark house. "Not long."

"Stay here."

"OK, Craig leave her the keys. Lock the doors as soon as we get out. Drive away if anyone approaches the truck."

Vivian nodded and took the keys. Hawk and Craig left the truck, waited until they heard the click of the locks, and then approached the house quietly, but not trying to hide. As soon as they were out of the glare of the streetlights, they walked into the yard, heading down the left side of the residence. Craig tried to notice details, notice what the place looked like, but one word pounded in his brain, drowning everything else out. Emma, Emma, Emma. He had to rely one hundred percent on Hawk to notice the finer particulars.

No fence. That was good. They peeked in the first window they came to. Nothing. Normal furniture. Gloom. Shadows. No movement. Drapes covered the next window but a small gap showed a slice of bed that appeared to have someone in it. Troy's bedroom, probably. Craig lingered at the window, longing to smash it in with his fists and drag the man out into the yard, then beat him until he confessed where Emma was. No part of him would let him imagine that maybe Preston Troy was innocent. That maybe this was some kind of colossal coincidence. This man had Emma. Or had done something to Emma. He'd better hope Emma was still alive. Then maybe Craig would let him live too. Craig was fully prepared to give up his life and his freedom to punish the man who had ... who had ... Hawk pulled on his arm and Craig stopped his train of thought with effort.

They continued their quiet trek down the side of the house, checking every window. When they had made a complete circuit and arrived back at the front, even peeking into the basement windows and seeing nothing, Craig had to admit that it didn't seem like Emma was in the house. And if that was Troy asleep in the bedroom he wasn't doing anything to Emma right this second.

The two men walked swiftly back across the front lawn to the truck. Hawk motioned to JT and Dani to wait a moment, and then they climbed into Craig's truck to talk in privacy.

As soon as the doors were closed, Craig spoke. "He's got her. I know he does. If she's not in the house, she's somewhere else. But she could be in a closet or a bathroom or somewhere that we couldn't see. We gotta get inside."

Hawk leaned his head back against the seat rest for a long moment. Finally he spoke without lifting his head. "Nobody is going to give us a search warrant based on what we have. We need more evidence."

Craig smacked his hand against the dashboard in frustration, startling Vivian. "Then we break in. Get our evidence first and work backwards."

"Craig, no," Hawk said. "We'll go to jail."

Craig bit back his reply, which would've been I don't give a shit, but he did, he knew he did. If he ended up in jail he would never find Emma. Instead he turned to Hawk, trying to keep the volume of his voice below a yell. "What do we do then? We can't just sit out here like idiots. Think! One of the judges has got to owe us a favor. If we present what we have just right ..." A thought struck him and it seemed like the answer to all of their problems. "Hawk, Judge Holt will give you a search warrant if you sweet talk her. Give her what she's always wanted."

"What?" Vivian said from the backseat.

Craig turned to Vivian, not remembering who she was for a moment. "Judge Holt likes Hawk. Always has. She used to ask him out constantly. She still flirts with him even though he's married."

Vivian's voice came out strange, stilted. "Is she pretty?"

Hawk turned around in his seat. "Honey, she's seventy years old."

Vivian didn't speak for a few moments. When she finally did, her voice was light and controlled. "She would give you this search warrant if you asked her?"

Craig felt a glimmer of hope. "I think she'd do just about anything for Hawk if he promised to do something for her in return."

Vivian stared off in the distance for a moment and then leaned over the seat, grabbing Hawk by the shoulders. "I don't care what you have to do. Kiss her, take her to dinner, sleep with her, just do it. I want my sister safe."

Hawk stared at Vivian, his eyes wide, his mouth gaping.

Craig nodded viciously. At least someone else understood the stakes and was willing to do whatever it took.

 

***

 

Craig took Vivian to JT and Dani's car, then addressed everyone. "We are heading over to the judge's house. She wasn't happy about being woken up but she says she'll sign our warrant. Hawk is on the phone with her right now explaining what our basis is. We've got two police cars on their way here to sit on the house until we are ready to serve the warrant. When you see them, just leave. Go straight home and lock the doors."

"What if he leaves before the cops get here?" JT asked.

"Then you follow him and call us immediately."

"What if he approaches us?" Dani asked.

Craig stared at her for a moment, knowing JT had a gun in case things got bad, but knowing Hawk didn't want him to have to use it. "Then you show him some blood. When he passes out, run him over."

Craig turned and left, not waiting to see what kind of reaction that had stirred up.


Chapter 18

Dawn peeked it's way over the horizon as Craig and Hawk pulled back up in front of Senator Troy's house, search warrant in hand. Hawk stared at the piece of paper, hoping it was worth promising Judge Holt to escort her to her granddaughter's wedding. He prayed all she wanted that night was a companion.

Craig killed the engine and Hawk pushed the thoughts away. He needed to focus. They motioned to the two patrol officers in the car in front of the house and the four of them walked to the front porch, Hawk wondering how he was going to keep Craig under control once they got in there.

One of the officers pounded heavily on the front door.

After a moment, Preston Troy opened it, his hair messed but his face alert and watchful. "What is this about, gentlemen?" When his eyes landed on Hawk, he smiled, a thin, predatory smile that made Craig tense.

"Ah, are you coming to continue our scrap from the other night? Brought a few friends along, did you?"

Hawk clenched his teeth, reminding himself that he needed to stay calm. "We have a warrant to search the premises."

"Let me see it," Troy snapped, snatching the paper out of Hawk's hand.

Craig started forward, his eyes flaming, but Hawk held him back. Hawk watched Troy carefully. He flipped to the back page first, noting the Judge's signature, then back to the first page. His eyes narrowed but didn't give anything away. Hawk grabbed the piece of paper out of his hand before he could read the evidentiary paragraph.

Troy almost pouted, like he hadn't expected that, then raised his face to Hawk's. "Regarding the disappearance of Emma Masterson. Who is that?"

This time when Craig moved forward his intent was clear in his body language and his clenched fists. He was going to pound on Troy. Hawk moved in front of him, pushing Troy into the home. He spun Troy around and frisked him, very surprised that Troy didn't protest. When he was done, he pointed Troy to the couch. "Sit down. I'll ask the questions. Craig, you and the officers go search the house."

Craig moved into the house eagerly, leaving Troy alone. For now.

When they had left the room, Hawk glowered down at Troy. "When was the last time you saw Emma Masterson?"

"I don't know who that is," Troy said with a steady gaze.

"Do you have her here?"

"I told you. I don't know who that is, but no one is here except for me and you and your ... colleagues." He said the last word with an air of contempt that had Hawk biting the inside of his lip.

Hawk nodded his head and pulled out his notebook. "I thought you would say that," he said. "Give me your full name."

"Preston Chad Troy." Troy thought for a beat and then spoke again. "Senator Preston Chad Troy."

Hawk ignored that. He wouldn't be baited. "What is your mother's name?"

Troy pressed his lips together before he spoke. Hawk wondered if he had hit a nerve already. "Mary Troy."

"And your father's name?"

Troy's face colored slightly, but Hawk saw no other signs of deception. "Is this important?" Troy asked.

"Yes it is, answer the question."

"Homer Walker."

"Do you have a birth certificate here?"

"Yes, in my study."

Hawk motioned for him to stand up. "Get the birth certificate for me."

Troy left the room and walked through the kitchen to a room at the very back of the house. Hawk followed and watched carefully as he rifled through a filing cabinet drawer. He finally stood up and handed Hawk a piece of paper. The birth certificate showed the two names that he had given.

Hawk folded the piece of paper and filed it with his warrant and other paperwork. It didn't prove anything. They returned to the living room.

Craig entered the room, his face red, his fists still clenched. "The house is empty. Basement too. There's no one here."

"Check outside. Examine the items in the shed, look for a cellar or anything like it in the back yard. Search the garage and his car."

Craig disappeared again and Hawk turned back to Troy. He might as well ask the million dollar question. He saw very little signs of lying in Troy's mannerisms, but the man was an ex-cia agent. He was a trained liar. "Are you related to Frank Oberlin?"

Hawk watched closely, but Troy didn't react at all.

"Senator Oberlin? No."

"Would you be willing to take a lie detector test to that effect?"

"Of course," Troy said, then shot to his feet. Hawk tensed, ready to lay the man out flat if he had to.

"I think I've had enough of this. I'm not answering anymore questions until my lawyer gets here. I've already told you I've never heard of this woman and you can plainly see my house is empty. So unless you want to find yourself in hot water with your boss, I suggest you leave now."

Hawk stared him down, trying to read his mind. "You sure you want to do that?"

Troy's eyes moved past him to the picture window at the front of the house. The dismay in them made Hawk turn that way also. A news van had stopped in front of the house and the reporters inside were beginning to unload all their gear.

"Great," both men said.

"Let's move into the kitchen, Mr. Troy," Hawk said, emphasizing the Mr. Maybe if he got this guy riled up, he would spill something.

As they reached the kitchen, stepping inside out of the view of the reporters, Craig met them there. He looked at Hawk, his frustration palpable. "Nothing. It's all clean."

"Well then, it's time to go, isn't it?" Troy said in a false cheery voice.

Craig turned to him and before Hawk could even think about stopping him, Craig grabbed Troy by the neck and slammed him against the wall. "Where's my wife?!" he shouted, his face an inch away from Troy's.

Hawk grabbed Craig's elbow and pulled, speaking softly to him. The two uniformed officers crowded into the doorway, both looking at each other in alarm but not moving to stop Craig.

Hawk felt dismay building in his chest. Troy's face was swiftly turning purple. His hands scrabbled at Craig's arm, but his movements were weak and ineffective against Craig's rage.

Hawk peeled at Craig's fingers. "You gotta stop man, you gotta let him go. Think of Emma. Craig, please, man."

With a heave, Craig threw Troy to the floor by his throat. Troy caught himself on hands and knees and coughed and gasped. The four men looked at him, waiting for his next move. Hawk knew they were done there. They had found nothing to point them forward.

Troy stood, his throat flaring an angry purple. Craig had one more thing to say to him. "When I find out you are lying, I will kill you."

Troy backed up, out of Craig's reach, then his eyes fell on the two police officers. "That was pure assault, you saw it! Arrest this man!"

The officers didn't move. Troy leaned against the wall, still trying to catch his breath. "I'm calling the governor," he choked out, yanking his phone from his pocket.

Craig took a giant step towards him, causing Troy to throw up his arms to shield himself. Craig plucked his phone out of his fingers and sailed it side arm across the room. Glass tinkled to the floor as the phone crashed through a window and disappeared.

Troy faced him down, his body shaking in fear and rage. "That just cost you your job."

Hawk grabbed Craig before he could try to kill Troy again and steered him towards the kitchen door, into the living room. "We're done here. Let's regroup." The police officers followed, as Troy screamed threats at them from the kitchen.

Craig didn't want to leave and Hawk knew it. He was hesitating, pulling out of Hawk's grip. Hawk knew they had nothing more to go on, but what could they do? Nothing had been found in the house. Choking the man hadn't caused him to confess. His mind worked on a plan as he opened the front door and stepped out to face the reporters. "Look Craig, we'll go figure out what other properties he owns or is connected to. This isn't over. We'll tail him. We'll—"

Hawk's phone rang in his pocket and something told him to answer it. No one had the number but a few people. He kept walking onto the porch, turning to make sure Craig was following, ignoring the reporters who were shouting questions at him. Craig was following, but he was holding the door open for the two police officers, his eyes shooting daggers back at Troy who had emerged from the kitchen and was watching Craig warily. The two cops passed through the doorway. Craig threw one last, murderous look at Troy, then followed.

"Lo?" Hawk said, without checking to see who was calling. His eyes were plastered on his friend.

"There's a panic room in that house," Knox's voice said.

Hawk's churning mind took only a nanosecond to register what Knox had said and what the implications were. He was afraid it was already too late though. The search warrant had been served. They had exited the house. Once the door closed behind them they would need to pull another warrant in order to stay legal, and Troy probably knew that. He was at the inner door, swinging it shut already.

"Don't let that door close!" Hawk shouted at Craig. Troy heard and put his weight into the door, slamming it towards home. Craig's eyes widened and he leaned backwards, trying to keep the door open, but Troy had momentum on his side. Less than a foot-wide gap was left.

Craig punched his left arm through the gap, taking the full weight of the slam of the door on that arm. Hawk heard bones crunch. Craig roared, but found purchase and heaved the door open.

Troy backed away from him, his chest billowing as he gasped for air, pure hate radiating from his eyes.

Craig cradled his left arm to his chest, his face set in a permanent snarl, and held the door open for Hawk and the two officers. Hawk rushed inside, his insides boiling in anger. "Why didn't you tell us you had a panic room in this house?" he shouted, not realizing for a moment the impact this would have on Craig. He still held his phone in his hand, not sure if he would need Knox again.

Troy backed away, cold calculation filling his eyes. "I never thought of it," he finally said. Craig growled and advanced on him. Troy held up his hands. "I never use it. It's empty I swear, I'll open it right now." He turned towards the bedroom and opened a closet, pushing on the back wall so it swiveled outward.

Hawk followed and watched his every move closely, the line on the phone in his hand still open. He held the phone to his ear and spoke softly. "Behind the hallway closet?"

"Yeah, that's the one."

"Thanks. He's opening it now." The heavy metal door swung open and Hawk could see at a glance that the tiny room was empty. "Empty," he breathed into the phone.

"Damn," Knox swore. "I'm on my way up there. I'll be there in an hour and a half."

Hawk was about to tell him don't bother, when he thought better of it. Knox was smart. Knox was a better computer hacker than he was. Knox had an investigative mind. They could use his help. "See you then," he signed off and stared at Troy, wondering if they were really wrong about this guy.

What if he wasn't involved at all and the real kidnapper was somewhere, laughing at them right now?

 


Chapter 19

Hawk sat at Craig's kitchen table, the computer in front of him, his head nodding onto his chest occasionally. Staying up all night was starting to affect him. He didn't know how much longer he could keep going, but he couldn't sleep while Emma was still missing. JT and Dani dozed, sitting up, on the couch, while Vivian busied herself in the kitchen. He'd tried to get her to lie down several times, but she always refused. His mind swirled with worry for her and the baby and Emma and even Craig. Craig was going to crack if they didn't find Emma soon. Crack or kill someone.

Craig was on the front porch being examined by the medics they'd called. He'd refused to go to the hospital, just like Hawk knew he would. Hawk was positive his arm was broken, but knew Craig wouldn't even think about getting it set and casted until Emma was found.

Footsteps sounded on the porch. Hawk looked up, glad to see Craig was done and his arm was in a soft splint. That was better than nothing.

"What now?" he asked Hawk gruffly. "What do you have?"

"Nothing," Hawk admitted, studying Craig's reaction. Outside, he heard the ambulance drive away, and what sounded like another car turning into the driveway.

"Someone here?" he asked Craig, glad for the distraction.

Craig turned and looked out the front door. "Rosesson," he finally said, exhaustion laced through his voice.

Hawk raised his eyebrows. "You ever give him your address?"

Craig shook his head, but the look on his face made it clear he didn't care either.

Hawk looked at the time. Just after noon. He'd made it in less time than it should have taken him to drive from San Francisco, so if he'd had to research it, it hadn't taken long. But Hawk had never told him where they would be. He'd expected Knox to call and ask for directions when he got close. Hawk shook his thoughts off of the mystery of what Knox knew and didn't know. The man was resourceful, that was for sure.

Knox's face appeared at the door and he pushed it open without knocking. He surveyed the room. Craig walked to his easy chair and sat down without looking at him, no energy left in his soul for greetings or small talk.

Hawk lifted his chin to Knox. "That was quick."

"I broke a few speed limits," Knox said, sitting down at the table.

Vivian came out of the kitchen, a second cup of coffee in her hands for Hawk. Seeing Knox, she curved her lips in a sad parody of a smile. "Hi," she said softly.

Knox smiled broadly and stood up. "Hi yourself," he said, holding out his hand, his eyes devouring Vivian.

"That's my wife," Hawk growled and Knox's smile slipped for just a second then reappeared.

Knox threw Hawk an apologetic glance, then turned back to Vivian. "I'm Knox, nice to meet you."

Vivian nodded and shook his hand, then retreated into the kitchen for another cup of coffee for Knox.

"Fill me in," he shot at Hawk.

"You first. How did you know Troy had a panic room?"

"My dad's company installed it a few months ago. Dad asked me to audit one of his contractors so I did. Followed him for a month. That was one of the jobs he did."

Hawk took a sip of his coffee and stared at Knox over the rim of his cup. Vivian brought Knox a cup, then sat down next to Hawk.

"I thought you hated your dad."

Knox shrugged. "Business is business. And I don't hate him. Most days."

Hawk considered that. Felix Rosesson was hard, but charming. Knox had the same qualities. "There's not much to fill you in on. His name is Preston Troy. He's an interim senator—filled Carruthers seat a couple of months ago. We connected him loosely to Craig's wife's disappearance and we went in. His house was empty. We're trying to figure out where else he could have taken her now. If he was the one who took her," he said, his eyes on Craig for a reaction to the last sentence. There was none. Craig stared at the corner of the room, his eyes set and dangerous, but far away.

Knox sipped his drink. "Who's watching him?"

"We've got two patrol cars on the house."

Knox's gaze fell on the picture of a young Frank Oberlin on the table. "Who's this guy?" he said. "His brother?"

Hawk watched Knox curiously. "You don't think that's Troy?"

"Nah, the face is too thin and long, and the nose isn't crooked."

Hawk picked up the piece of paper. He was right. "This is Frank Oberlin," he said, dropping the printed picture.

Knox's eyes came alive, burning holes in him. "Your case?"

"Yeah."

"They related?"

"We don't know. He says no. This picture says maybe."

Hawk looked around the room, then decided to come clean with Knox. He could trust Knox. "There's something you may not know about Oberlin. He's the father of my wife, and of Craig's wife, and of JT over there on the couch. They're triplets."

"Isn't that interesting," Knox said, drawing every word out and looking around the room, his eyes bouncing from JT to Vivian and back to Hawk.

"Why? He had a panic room too?"

Knox leaned forward and shook his head slowly. "No, his mansion had a whole underground, reinforced cave, like he was freaking batman."

Craig shot out of his chair. "What? We searched that house a dozen times, we went through it brick by brick almost, and we never found anything like that."

Knox shrugged. "And you wouldn't. I did the concealment myself."

Craig crossed the room and stood over Knox menacingly. "What the fuck, man! You put those things in without blueprints and nobody even knows they exist?"

Knox appeared unconcerned with Craig's anger. "That's the whole point."

"Why didn't you ever tell us?" Hawk asked softly.

Knox shrugged again. "I only found out you guys were investigating him recently. We put that room in years ago. Maybe a decade ago. And when I did discover you two were on this case it seemed like you had it locked. If I thought you were missing any evidence I would have called you, but it didn't seem like you were."

Craig locked eyes with Hawk. "Let's go."

Hawk stood up. It was the best chance they had right now. He leaned over to give Vivian a kiss and tell her that he loved her. She grabbed him forcefully by his shirt. "Bring my sister back," she whispered, her face deadly pale. Hawk nodded and prayed he would.

As Hawk, Craig, and Knox tromped down the porch steps Craig spoke, his voice a thin wire. "No search warrant this time."

"Nope," Hawk agreed, knowing their jobs were probably toast no matter what. He couldn't find it inside himself to care. All he wanted was to find Emma and take a nice long vacation somewhere with his wife.

"All right boys, we're going rogue," Knox said, and let out a laugh. Hawk wished he could join him, but he knew Emma's life and Craig's sanity were resting on what happened in the next hour.

Not good times.


Chapter 20

Jerry sat in his car, in the parking lot of Sara's therapist's office, thinking about what had just happened. Something was off and he just needed to figure out what. He had driven Sara to her appointment, planning on going inside with her to sit in the waiting room and talk to Dr. Velasco when they were done with the appointment. It was Saturday, and that meant Jerry's car was the only one in the parking lot. The Saturday appointment wasn't unusual though, Sara's appointments had been on Saturday for several weeks now. Sara had said she requested the doctor to see her on Saturdays in order to work around her schedule better. Jerry hadn't thought anything of it at the time, but now it seemed strange to him, especially since Sara had full control over her schedule and also because she hadn't gone to work in over a week.

But what was bothering him right now was what had happened when he went in with Sara, expecting to meet a kindly therapist who would have no problem with his presence. The reality was far different. Dr. Velasco, an older gentleman with dark skin, salt and pepper hair and tiny, round spectacles, had narrowed his eyes immediately when he saw Jerry. He hadn't shaken Jerry's hand and had insisted that Jerry not wait inside the building. Jerry could understand the doctor not wanting him in the room during the session, but inside the building? Dr. Velasco had said the cleaners would be arriving any minute and would need the waiting room to be empty.

Then, when Jerry thought of Sara's demeanor during this exchange, he really felt his anxiety meter trip over to high. He knew she was wearing her gun and her knives, knew it just because of the long-sleeved outfit she had chosen on this hot day. She'd been quiet all morning, barely speaking to him, but not protesting when he said he had wanted to go. Then, when she pushed through the door of the clinic she had seemed to turn into a different person. His strong, solid girlfriend had seemed to shrink, to pull in on herself. She hadn't looked at him or said goodbye when Dr. Velasco asked him to leave, only stood there, her nervous gaze on the door to Dr. Velasco's office. Jerry had complied with Dr. Velasco's request to leave the building, knowing something was wrong, but unable to figure out just what. He'd taken one final look over his shoulder and saw the therapist pulling Sara into his office by the sleeve.

Jerry played that moment over in his mind. He didn't understand it. He'd never seen Sara afraid of anything, even with guns and knives shoved in her face, but she had seemed scared of Dr. Velasco. Scared in a psychological way, like a small child might be scared of an abusive parent.

The thought sent Jerry scrambling. He pushed open his door and ran to the building. The front door was now locked, the waiting room completely empty.

Sudden conviction that Sara was in trouble flooded through Jerry. He ran around to the side of the one-story, red-brick clinic, peeking in the first window he came to, staying as low as possible. An empty office. Jerry ran on the grass surrounding the building to the next window. Empty again. The blinds were drawn and the window closed, but he could still see enough of the room to know it wasn't the right one.

Distress inundated Jerry, telling him something was very, very wrong with Sara and he had to hurry. He ran to the next window and peeked in. Jackpot. Sara sat in a chair, her head dropped forward on her chest. Dr. Velasco stood only two feet from her, his hands on his hips, his back mostly to Jerry, his stance tense and angry. Jerry held his breath and watched, acidic outrage filling his gut. What was going on? Sara looked asleep almost, or hypnotized. Dr. Velasco looked as if he were lecturing her, or chewing her out. Jerry heard the tone of the man's voice and strained to hear the words through the glass.

Monster ... butcher of ... worse ... person ... you deserve .. die ... take your ... life .. tonight ... care how ...

Jerry straightened to his tiptoes and laid against the window, wanting to hear one complete sentence before he reacted. His heart thudded dully in his chest as he realized this man who was supposed to be helping Sara was poisoning her instead.

The words came more clearly now.

I don't care how you kill yourself, but make sure it's painful. However you killed my brother, that is how you should die.

Jerry pushed himself off from the window, looking around wildly for something, anything to break it with. All he could think of was stopping this horrible person from destroying his Sara anymore.

The lawn stretched green and empty, without even a stick to pick up. Jerry cocked back his fist, preparing to punch his way in, even as his mind screamed to him not to do it. He would be cut to ribbons if he broke the window and tried to enter that way.

Jerry said a prayer that Sara had a few short seconds and ran to the front of the building where a small, cement planter sat, filled with purple flowers. He snatched the planter up and heaved it through the floor-to-ceiling window at the front of the building. Glass sprayed everywhere as the noise shattered the quiet morning.

Jerry kicked out the remaining glass from the bottom of the window and rushed into the waiting room as Dr. Velasco peeked out the door of his office, his face alarmed. Jerry ran for him, bellowing out his hate and rage.

Dr. Velasco pulled his head back in his office and slammed the door shut, but Jerry reached it at the same time, his entire weight and momentum carrying him through the swing of the door, smashing it open. Dr. Velasco fell backwards to the ground, then scuttled away from Jerry on his hands and knees.

"Get out of my office," the therapist screamed.

Jerry advanced on him, then snuck a quick look at Sara. Her head was still on her chest, her face slack, her eyes closed. She hadn't reacted at all.

Dr. Velasco reached the back wall and pulled himself up, his indignant but scared eyes locked on Jerry.

"What did you do to her?" Jerry snarled. "Why isn't she moving?"

"She's hypnotized," the doctor panted. "It's standard procedure." He pulled himself up to his full height and stared Jerry down. "You can't just break into my office like some ... some madman. I'm calling the cops."

"You call them, I'll be sure to tell them how you were telling her to kill herself—but wake her up first."

Dr. Velasco's eyes narrowed. Jerry saw the understanding fill his face that Jerry had overheard what he had said. Jerry saw several emotions cross his face and knew the therapist was seeing his entire practice and maybe his freedom disintegrate in a flash.

But still, he did the stupid thing.

Dr. Velasco sprinted for the door. Jerry saw that he was going to do it a moment before he acted. The set of his body and the shift of his eyes gave him away. Jerry threw his body into the man and they both crashed into the wall. Jerry grabbed the other man around the throat and pounded his head against the wall until the doctor begged for his life.

"Wake her up and I'll let you go."

"I can't wake her up. She'll wake up on her own in forty-five minutes. It's a drug-induced hypnosis."

"Then fix it. Fix everything you said to her. Take back your commands," Jerry ordered, his hands still around the man's neck.

Dr. Velasco just stared at him, his lips moving soundlessly. Finally he spoke, spitting out the words like teeth. "She killed my brother."

"If she killed him, your brother was either a drug dealer or a child molester or both, so I don't give a shit," Jerry snapped, his temper exploding.

Dr. Velasco's face reddened. He blustered but didn't say anything. Behind them, Sara let out a long moan. Jerry turned to her, his hold on the doctor weakening. In a flash, the therapist yanked Jerry's hands away and sprinted past him.

Jerry let him go. The man wasn't going to help him anyway. He watched as the man ducked through the shattered window and ran away into the parking lot.

He went to Sara. "Sara, sweetheart..." he started, but didn't say anything else. He was scared he was going to mess her up more. What could he do? What if she really tried to kill herself tonight?

His mind ran through all the people he knew who might be able to help him. He knew several doctors, but none of them were psychiatrists. Finally he settled on the station psychiatrist, the one he had to see after Norman had shot him and tried to run him over while on duty. The incident that had led to him meeting Sara in the first place. Jerry pulled out his wallet and rifled through it, finding Dr. McNamara's card deep in a pocket. He turned it over, praying that he remembered correctly. Yes! Her cell number was on the back.

Jerry snatched up the phone on the desk and dialed, his throat constricting in fear.


Chapter 21

Preston Troy watched out his picture window at the patrol car with the cop sitting inside it that was placed at his curb for the whole world to see. There was another one at the back of the house, he knew.

His blood boiled at the thought. He was a goddamned United States Senator! He should be above something like this. Those pissant cops out there should be scared to be pulling this detail. But there they sat, bright as daylight and ugly as sin.

He hadn't dared turn on the news. He knew the facts about his search warrant had to be all over it. His phone hadn't stopped ringing since the FBI assholes had left but he hadn't answered that either. No one who was calling could help him. The governor hated him, he knew that. His threat to call the governor had been empty. He had gotten the governor to appoint him as interim senator by blackmailing him, using information he had found in his father's house when he snuck in late at night after the cops had left. No, the governor wouldn't help him, he would hand Preston to the cops on a silver platter.

Preston paced in his living room trying to figure out how to get past this nightmare. Those two FBI agents were more clever than he had given them credit for. He never thought they would have traced any of this to him, not in a million years. But they had. And now everything was at stake. He'd already lost his billions, he knew that, but maybe he could still get out of this with his job, his freedom, and his status intact. Damage control, he needed to do some major damage control and quickly.

He couldn't do it trapped in this house. His cardinal rule was to never hire anyone to do his dirty work, that way, there was no one to rat on him, or cut a deal with the cops in exchange for him. He was the only one who could clean all of this up. The first thing he needed was to get out of there, but not let those cops see him. Maybe he could sneak out somehow, then take care of his little problem, then sneak back in and no one would be the wiser. He had a car stashed less than a mile away—a car that wasn't traceable to him. If only he could get to it ...

He heard the rumble of a diesel engine down the street from him and an idea started to form in his mind. The rumble sounded like a delivery truck. Could he call for a Saturday delivery or pickup and sneak out that way?

Preston sat on the couch and folded his hands together like he always did when he was thinking hard. He was smarter than the cops. He was smarter than the FBI agents. He could pull this together. All he needed was a delivery truck to pull into his driveway for a moment ... and then a little luck.

And Emma. He had to figure out what to do with Emma. If she hadn't seen him, he would rape her with a mask on a few times, drive her to Canada or somewhere and just push her out into the wilderness, then let the locals find her. Problem solved. A crime of passion that had nothing to do with him and who he was related to—there would have been no reason to turn a suspicious eye on him. But she had seen him. She had looked right into his face for a split second before he had wrestled her into his car with a rag soaked in chloroform pressed over her face.

So what did that leave? He had to kill her. Kill her and dump her somewhere, then get back and let the whole thing blow over ... somehow. He'd never been a criminal before and he never would be again once this was done. He'd find another way to get his billions.

Preston sighed and dropped his head into his hands. How had this all spun so far out of control? A small moment of regret twisted through his soul. He wished he could take it all back. Wished he had never heard of Frank Oberlin, never known the man had been his father, never, ever discovered Oberlin had just under four billion dollars sitting in estate, waiting to go to his next of kin, and certainly never discovered that besides himself, there were three other next of kin who stood to receive that money.

Preston felt a tear drop from his eye and stared at the tiny, dark spot on the carpet below him for a long time. A voice rang through his head. A voice chastising him for being weak, for crying when he should be acting. Preston heeded the voice and picked up his phone. He had work to do.

 

***

 

Emma blinked in the darkness and stared up into nothingness, her brain reeling in terror of the unknown. She tried to sit up, but her hands were bound, keeping her laying flat on her back, stretched out on some sort of hard, uncomfortable bed or cot.

"Hello?" she whispered into the darkness, her throat scratchy, sore, and dry. The simple movement of her jaw sent her tongue snaking out to wet dry lips. Thirsty. She was so thirsty.

Realization crashed in on Emma and her thin, heady fear began to turn. Anger twisted it and lent her strength. The alley ... the man screaming .. she'd rushed in and knelt next to him ... asked him what was wrong ... he'd muttered something and when she leaned in to hear him better ... a towel over her mouth .. she'd held her breath and struggled, fighting him, but he'd thumped her head against the door of his car and the pain had made her gasp, and that was the last she had known.

Anger turned to poisonous rage in Emma's body. What, did she have some sort of a Please Kidnap Me sign on her back? Wasn't two kidnappings in one lifetime enough? Just what in the hell made anyone think they could just take someone, force them into a vehicle and take off with them? Resentment for twisted personalities who thought that was acceptable filled her. She was a person! A living, breathing, thinking person who had feelings and thoughts and rights!

Strong and sour emotions coursed through Emma at the unfairness of it, the awfulness of it, the absolute disgusting truth that some people were so sick as to do this. Sound exploded into the room and Emma realized it was coming from her. A dark and caustic screech that bubbled up from the very depths of her soul.

Emma's mouth shut with a snap, cutting off any further sound as she listened, hard. The scream had sounded ... strange. There was something in that strangeness that was important. Something she needed to make note of. Something that could help her escape maybe. Because that was the only thing on her mind. Escape. Well, escape and a drink of water.

She would make it through this. She'd dealt with the king of corrupt, the master of malicious, and survived. If she could get through what Norman had done to her, she could get through this.

Craig! Her thoughts fell upon her sweet bear of a husband and sorrow threatened to overwhelm her. How long had she been gone? Had he noticed yet? He would find her or die trying, she knew that. But his heart had to be breaking.

Anger filled her again at the thought of this man, this evil man who had disrupted her life like this. How dare he? She tried to remember exactly what he looked like and couldn't. His image was fuzzy in her pounding brain. Emma stilled for a moment and took inventory. Her head hurt, her lips burned, her throat hurt, and her hands were tied tight to her sides.

She pulled at her bonds and grunted in frustration when her hands wouldn't move at all. The strangeness of the sound pulled her back to those thoughts again. What was strange about it? An echo, like she were in a cavernous, enclosed area, like a large cave or a huge church or theatre.

Emma opened her mouth to yell, to see if she could determine anything about the space, when a far off noise caught her attention. A car. She cocked her head and listened hard.

Definitely a car. Coming in slow. Stopping. The engine cut off. Emma held her breath, fear overpowering the anger. Emma fed the anger and tried her best to starve the fear, but it wasn't easy.

A hydraulic, metal against metal sound rang through the large room and light appeared everywhere, blinding Emma and causing her to cry out in pain. She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled her legs up to her chest, wanting to curl into a ball. Someone was coming.

The pain from the light faded a little. Emma heard footsteps coming towards her, then leading away from her. She heard heavy items being moved. Slowly, she blinked her eyes, trying to adjust to the light. She turned her head and her eyes searched out the person who had joined her while she blinked back tears.

She saw him. A man, moving in the corner of the huge room, picking up a box and placing it on top of another box, then lifting the lid of a third. He looked ordinary, maybe on the taller side, with a medium build and dark hair. He could be the guy who had abducted her. She wasn't sure.

She looked around the room, trying to place it. The man had come in through a door big enough to be a garage door, but it didn't lead to outside. It lead to another room just like this one. Smooth metal lined the walls, giving her eye nowhere to rest. The room was as big as a whole house should be—no two or three houses. A small desk and computer sat in one corner, boxes lined one wall, and crates were stacked against another wall. The crates all had red letters reading CAUTION FLAMMABLE on them. Emma craned her neck to look behind her. White buckets were stacked against that wall. At least fifty of them. They all had the same label on them that read FOOD STORAGE.

What was this? Some kind of survivalist bunker? Emma said a little prayer that she wouldn't be here until the end of anything and searched out the man again. He had turned away from the boxes and was looking at her.

He looked plain, but familiar somehow. His face held none of the evil she had grown used to seeing in Norman's expression. He seemed ... normal. The flame of anger flared within her again and she stared at him hard, letting him see it. When he said nothing and did nothing, she felt her anger grow again.

How dare he?

"Hey!" she shouted. "Let me up, now!" She rattled the handcuffs that were holding her to the cot, looking down to examine how she was held on, then looking back up at her captor.

He hadn't moved. He was staring at her like he was trying to make a decision. A hard decision.

Emma kicked her feet, wishing he were closer. She needed an outlet for her anger. Anger was winning again. This guy was nothing compared to Norman. She would make it out, she knew it. She had to.

"Did you hear me?" she shouted again. "I'm not a fucking piece of meat!" Emma's voice broke on the last word and she was distressed to find herself close to tears. She didn't want to cry. She didn't want to be weak and helpless. But she was helpless. Tied up and completely helpless. She hated it like fire and felt her anger rise again. Good. Anger was so much better than tears.

The man finally moved and Emma watched him closely, curiously. She could see in his face he'd made the decision. And he looked terrified of it.

He moved to her side and produced a key from his pocket. He pushed the tiny key into the tiny hole, then pulled the handcuffs open, off of Emma's wrist. Emma didn't plan it, but as soon as her arm was free she lashed out at him with all of her strength. She realized as her fist connected with the side of his head that she didn't have very much strength at all. Her muscles felt like jello. Still the thud of flesh on flesh was satisfying.

The man jumped back, accusing eyes on hers. "What the fuck?" he sputtered.

"Oh, I'm sorry!" Emma hurled at him, her top lip curled in a snarl. "Did I hurt you?"

His eyes narrowed and he watched her, rubbing his hand along his cheek where she'd gotten him. Emma moved her free arm over her head, her shoulders screaming at being held in one place for so long, the blood finally rushing to her tissues. She moved her head and the friction of it against the cot made her skull pound painfully. Emma reached her free hand to her hair and felt wet stickiness. She probed the area, almost crying out when a thick scab on the back of her head shifted and new blood spurted onto her hand.

Emma let her eyes drift closed against the pain, then sighed resignedly and opened them. She brought her hand in front of her face to see just how much blood was there.

She heard a strange boneless thump. Her head swiveled on her neck, seeking out the noise and sending searing pain down her injury again but she barely noticed it.

The man who had kidnapped her was passed out on the floor three feet from her.


Chapter 22

Jerry held Sara's hand and prayed to God that Sara would be OK. That Velasco hasn't destroyed her mind forever. Dr. McNamara was on her way. She'd told him not to say a word to Sara, but to look for Velasco's notes and the drug he had given her. She'd also suggested Jerry call the police, because what Velasco had done was indeed a crime.

Jerry was going to call the police all right, but not until Sara was awake and functioning. He couldn't stand the thought of her being carted off in an ambulance and waking up alone while he was stuck at the crime scene. He knew how these things worked. He knew the police wouldn't let him go with her.

A female voice sounded from the waiting room. "Hello?"

"In here," Jerry called, not wanting to leave Sara's side. He couldn't unlock the door without a key anyway. "You'll have to come through the window, sorry."

Dr. McNamara entered the room, her kind eyes taking in everything at once. She saw Sara and her face turned serious. "How long has she been out?"

Jerry looked at the clock. "I pulled into the parking lot twenty-five minutes ago. So just under that."

Dr. McNamara walked to the big desk that took up most of the room. "These are his notes?"

"Yes, and the vial there is the drug I think."

Dr. McNamara was silent for several moments, looking over everything Jerry had indicated. Jerry bowed his head and caressed Sara's hand, thinking he'd never felt this hopeless, not even when they'd been stranded in the desert, being hunted like wild animals. That monster had been working on her for weeks, saying God knew what to her. Could that even be undone?

Dr. McNamara spoke, her voice cutting through his thoughts. "His last entry is from three weeks ago. He'd had her hypnotized and had been taking her through some incidents in her past, trying to release the pain and shame she felt around them. He'd jotted down some names she'd said. But then it just stops. You said she came to see him every week?"

"Yes," Jerry whispered.

"She said something in this session that upset him. Do you know what it could be?"

"Is it important?" Jerry asked, not wanting to spill Sara's secrets. He trusted Dr. McNamara, but he knew as well as Sara did that people treated her differently when they knew of her past. He'd seen it himself. They shrank from her.

"It is very important. I have to know why he did what he did in order to understand his motivations and the kinds of things he might have said to her.

Jerry dropped his head to Sara's inert knee. "Sara killed his brother. He must have discovered it during that session."

When Dr. McNamara didn't respond, Jerry looked at her. "I don't know anything about him in particular, but I know she killed many men during her time as a spy. I'm sure you've seen her on the news. She used to go into brothels in Mexico and clean house, sometimes killing men there."

Dr. McNamara nodded slowly. Jerry pleaded with her with his eyes. He was afraid she was his only hope. Couldn't people understand that wasn't who Sara was anymore? That she agonized over that life every day? That was why she had been here in the first place.

Dr. McNamara turned her attention back to the desk, her demeanor startled, but open. She picked up the vial of the drug Velasco had given Sara. "This is a fairly new psychiatric drug here in the U.S., new and controversial. It makes the patient very open to suggestions. Doctors are supposed to use it for the betterment of their patients, of course. Never in the way you said this man did."

Jerry nodded, hope filling him. She was still going to help them.

"Sara should wake on her own within twenty-five or so minutes. I want to talk to her that entire time, try to reverse some of the damage that has been done. Tell me exactly how she's been acting again and exactly what you overheard here today?"

Jerry took a deep breath and launched into it, laying out every hallucination and nightmare and restating the exact words he'd heard from Velasco's mouth. He tried to be as quick as possible. Then he stood back and watched, helpless, as Dr. McNamara took Sara's hand and spoke to her in a quiet, soothing voice, her words taking on a lyrical quality, assuring Sara that Dr. Velasco had been wrong about her, that Sara was a good and whole person who deserved to live a long and happy life.

Jerry held his breath, drawing in a shaky inhalation only when necessary. He didn't want Sara to even notice he was there. He just wanted her to listen ... to believe! He didn't want to lose her—he couldn't!

Dr. McNamara's words droned on, and after twenty-five minutes, exactly as she'd said, Sara's head lifted from her chest. Her sunken eyes met Jerry's and confusion leaked out of them. Jerry's heart broke in two for her.

"Jerry, why..."

Her eyes fell on Dr. McNamara. She pulled her hand away from the woman she didn't know and curled into a little ball on her chair, like a child.

"Sara, sweetheart," Jerry began, not sure how to tell her what had happened, not sure how much she remembered

A tear dropped from one of Sara's eyes and Jerry saw her face crumple as she began to cry, again like a child.

Dr. McNamara nodded to him. Good sign, she mouthed at him, then stood and walked out into the waiting room to give them privacy.

Jerry watched Sara in astonishment. He rarely saw her cry. He could think of only one other time, when she had told him about the child, Lupe, that she couldn't save. He gathered her into his arms and rocked her like a baby, saying meaningless, soothing things. Trying to calm her fears and doubts. Pain pulled at his heart, plucked at his soul. If only he could help her ...

Finally, she spoke. "What was he doing to me?" she asked.

There it was. The question laid bare. She was so intuitive, his Sara, she knew what Jerry being there meant.

Jerry explained what he could, as best he could. She tried to pull away from him. Her cheeks colored with hot shame.

"Sweetheart, don't," he tried, not wanting her to feel like that at all. "It's not your fault. You're not weak or any less than you ever were. He took advantage of you."

"I don't understand though," she cried. "He never injected me with anything. I would not have agreed to be drugged."

"Dr. McNamara," Jerry called. The doctor reentered the room. "Could the drug have been given any other way besides injection? Sara says she wasn't injected."

Dr. McNamara shook her head and approached Sara. "May I?" She asked, holding out her hand for Sara's arm. Sara let her look and Dr. McNamara twisted her flesh slightly to show Sara a tiny pinprick. "This was today's injection."

Sara shook her head in wonder. "I don't remember that at all."

"What is the last thing that you do remember?"

"He told me what a productive session we were going to have today, and then he told me how good I was going to feel when he was done, and then he sprayed his essential oils, like he always does—"

Dr. McNamara's eyebrows raised. "Essential oils?" She headed to the desk and picked up a small spray bottle. "This?"

Sara nodded. Dr. McNamara opened the lid and sniffed it, then peered inside. "We'll have to get this tested. It could be the same drug in aerosol form. Enough to make you sleepy, maybe. Just enough to let him inject you."

Jerry felt his blood churn up into a seething boil. If he ever saw that guy again ...

Sara grabbed his hand and squeezed, hard. He looked at her and saw terror on her face.

"Doctor, this drug, is it ... is it safe if you're pregnant?"

Jerry felt a strange mixture of apprehension and excitement shoot through him. So she was pregnant. But the baby...

Dr. McNamara's face softened. "It is. Clannix is new here in the U.S. but they've been using it for decades in the UK and it's tested out as completely safe. It doesn't cross the placenta."

Sara's lips trembled and her eyes watered. Her hand relaxed in Jerry's and tears spilled down her cheeks again.

She turned to Jerry. "I should have told you Jerry, but I felt so awful and I didn't know what was wrong. I might be pregnant."

Jerry smiled softly at her. "I'm pretty sure you are."

Sara stifled another sob. "I was scared to take a test. I was afraid it was the pregnancy that was making me so crazy. That I was about to become psychotic."

Jerry rubbed her arm. "No sweetheart, no. You're fine. You're going to be fine."

Sara stared into his eyes. "How do you feel about that—the baby?"

Jerry leaned forward and kissed her, catching her lips and pressing them softly in a sincere promise that would last a lifetime. He released her mouth but stayed close, pressing his forehead to hers. "More thrilled than I've ever been in my life."

Sara laughed and then cried again and then laughed and buried her face in Jerry's chest.

Jerry bit back his own tears. Could it be true? It seemed so. He had his Sara back. And a baby. Jerry felt his heart swell with a joy he didn't know it could hold.


Chapter 23

Emma rolled her eyes. It had been several long moments since Mr. Bad Guy had passed out. She'd think it was funny if she wasn't so thirsty and pissed. Not that he had hemophobia—that wasn't funny. But what kind of an idiot passes out at the sight of blood and then decides to become a criminal? The only job she could think of that would be worse for him would be lab tech, or obstetrician.

As soon as he'd dropped to the ground, she'd taken a moment to get over the absurdity of the situation, and then sat up and tried to get free. If only she could reach him! He had to have the handcuff key in his hand or pocket still. But she couldn't. She couldn't reach anything. She had stood up next to the cot but hadn't been able to move it from its place where it was bolted to the floor or pry her remaining handcuffed arm off of it, so she sat down to wait. A plan was forming in her mind and she thought it was a good one. She studied him, looking for any weakness. Well, besides the obvious one.

Finally, the guy moved slightly. His eyes opened and a strange whistling noise came from his throat. Emma watched him from her awkward, hunched position on the cot. He avoided her gaze for a long time, taking deep breaths and holding his head. Anger took her over again and she snapped at him.

"What is your deal?"

When he spoke, his voice was dull and ashamed, making her wonder about his past. "It's called hemophobia. It's an affliction."

"I know what hemophobia is. What I mean is, what's wrong with you, kidnapping people and hitting them over the head when you know you pass out at the site of blood. How stupid are you?" Emma winced as the words slipped out of her mouth. She didn't want to provoke him, but she'd never had a very good filter between her brain and her mouth, especially when she was angry.

"I didn't know you were bleeding."

"But you know people bleed, right? When you hit them on the head?"

"I didn't plan on hitting you on the head. You shouldn't have struggled."

Emma bit her lip, trying to keep her sarcasm inside. She couldn't do it. "Oh right, the next time you decide to kidnap someone, be sure to explain to them beforehand that they shouldn't struggle. That will make it much better for everyone."

Mr. Bad Guy pushed himself up into a sitting position and gave her a look of pure, venomous hate. Emma recoiled from it, fear finding a foothold inside her again. She tried to take it back, at least a little bit. "Seriously though, you look like a normal guy. Why did you do this to me?"

He shook his head. "You wouldn't understand."

"Try me," Emma said, not knowing what he had planned for her, and thinking that it could only be good if he talked to her.

"No," he said flatly.

Emma studied him, knowing she was missing something. "Look," she finally tried. "If you are doing this for money, I can get you money. I know people who would be happy to pay you a lot of money if you let me go. A ransom, I guess."

"Oh yeah? They got four billion dollars?" the man said with a sneer and pushed himself into a standing position.

Emma's mouth dropped open. "Four billion dollars..." she repeated, unable to understand how kidnapping her would get this guy that much money.

He nodded bitterly. "I thought that would shut you up. Maybe you'd kidnap someone too for that much money."

Emma shook her head. "Never," she whispered, her mind still reeling.

The man swayed on his feet, but stayed upright. The color drained from his face though and Emma thought he might throw up. He waited a moment before speaking again, then pressed on when he seemed to have himself under control. "Yeah, that's cuz you don't know what it's like to be dirt fucking poor, only eating one meal a day, if that, being constantly carted through the welfare system and homeless half of your childhood."

Emma shook her head softly. "Someone didn't do his homework," she said, thinking about her childhood in and out of foster homes. Not the good ones, either.

He stared at her appraisingly, his eyes giving away nothing. "So if your dad died and left four billion dollars just floating out in space and no one knew it was rightfully yours, you wouldn't do anything you could to get your hands on it?"

Emma winced. "If it came from my dad, I'd do anything I could to make sure not one penny of it came to me. I wouldn't want it. I'd give it away."

Emma could tell right away she'd said the wrong thing. A variety of emotions passed over the guy's face. Disbelief. Anger. Rejection. Incredulity. "No fucking way," he finally spit out. "I don't believe you." His color was back, high on his cheeks, his anger making his face flush brightly.

"You don't know my dad," she said under her breath, a sudden conviction stealing over her that maybe he did. Her eyes examined him in a new light. Sapphire-blue eyes like her own. A long face and high cheekbones like JT. Could they be related to this guy? Is that what this was all about?

"I hate to break it to you, Little Miss Perfect," the bad guy spit out, advancing towards her. "But I do know your dad, in fact, he's my dad too. In further fact, on the night that I was going to introduce myself to him and be welcomed into his home and his life, you fucking killed him."

Emma held up her free hand to ward off the blow that she was afraid was coming, but he stopped a few feet from her. She slowly dropped her hand, staring at him in disbelief. "I didn't kill him. He killed himself. Shot himself in front of me."

"So you say," Mr. Bad Guy spat out. "I heard you though." His voice raised as though he were mimicking a woman talking. " Uh, Senator. I don’t know how to say this, but, uh, my name is Emma Hill and I have DNA results that suggest you’re my father."

Emma gaped at him, unable to get her mind around what was happening. That had been over a year ago. And he remembered it word for word? He'd been there?

"If you heard me, then you heard what he said to me too, you heard that he insisted he was unable to have children and that there was no way I was his. What makes you think he would have accepted you?"

The man sputtered. "My mom said he never knew about me. I'm sure he would have wanted me if he knew. I was a good son. A good boy."

Emma's eyes widened at the sudden childlike, wistful tone in the man's voice. Almost like he had become a child again in front of her. She tried to think of another question to ask him, something else to say to keep him talking. But too late, his mannerisms clamped down and he closed off.

"None of this matters anyway. It's time for us to go." He reached behind him and then his hands came forward with a gun in them.

Emma sighed. She was sick of having guns pointed at her. Sick enough for a lifetime.

"Take this," he said, holding up a tiny key and then throwing it at her. It bounced off her lap onto the cot. "Unlock yourself."

Emma pinched the key in her fingers. "Where are we going?"

"Not far. I'm going to let you go."

Emma didn't see any trace of deception in his electric blue eyes, but she didn't believe him all the same. No way he was letting her go. "I'd like a drink of water first."

The man waggled the gun at her. "Do it, now."

"No," she said quietly, her heart pounding in her chest. He could shoot her, but she didn't think he would. How would he ever clean up the mess? No, he had something else planned for her. "I want a drink of water, and then I will."

He studied her, weighing the veracity of her words. Finally he walked past her, through the open door, into the large bay beyond. She heard a car door slam. He came back with a bottle of water. He uncapped it and handed it to her, staying mostly out of her reach. Emma snatched the bottle of water. She really should have enacted her plan at that moment, but the water was calling to her. She craved it, needed it. She drank it down in three long swallows, then handed the bottle back to him, adrenaline squirting in her bloodstream. It was do or die time.

He stepped forward and reached out for the bottle. Emma stretched, then snuck one hand behind her head slowly and ripped open her scab, feeling her own blood gush over her fingers. She pulled her hand forward and juggled the bottle of water into it, still pushing it towards the man, gratified to see her own blood dropping down the bottle. She held her breath. If he had correctly interpreted what she was trying to do he could have closed his eyes or looked away, rendering her plan ineffective.

The thump as his body hit the floor made her pump her bloody fist in the air. She threw the bottle on the ground and quickly poked the tiny key into her handcuffs, freeing herself. Emma shot to her feet and tiptoed around the man, debating whether to take his gun or not. She couldn't see it, it had fallen under his body, but she knew she needed to take it. Otherwise, he could wake up and shoot at her before she found her way out of here.

Emma pushed at him, rolling his dead weight as best she could, then plucking the gun gingerly from his fingers. She knew she should search him for more guns, but she didn't want to take the time. She stood and ran towards the way he had come in.

She passed through the large doorway into another metal room, much like the one she had come from. It held one sedan and nothing else. On the far wall was a large door but she couldn't see a way to get it open. Maybe something in his car ...

Behind her she heard a shout. She swore under her breath and turned in time to see her captor struggling up to a sitting position, his gazed locked on her. He struggled to his feet, still swaying and bent. Emma looked at the gun in her hand and knew she couldn't shoot him. Not yet. Not unless he forced her into it. She ran around his car so she could search it from the passenger side while still watching him. He'd been woozy for a few moments last time, maybe she had enough time.

Emma looked in the center console and behind his sun shades for anything that looked like a garage door opener. Nothing. She popped her head back up, searching the area she had come from. He was up, and he had another gun in his hand.

Emma shook her head. Bad guys and their guns. What was it with them? She took aim over the car, her heart squeezing in sorrow. She hated to shoot him. She wished she'd never had to shoot anyone in her entire life.

His arms came up floppily but they weren't pointed at her. Emma watched him, not understanding. "No, don't!" she shouted, remembering the crates marked flammable.

He fired that way, non-stop, emptying his magazine along that wall. Emma heard a great whooshing sound and saw flames engulf him. She screamed as searing heat pushed its way into the area she was in. Emma backed away from the car, unsure what to do. In the large room, flames roiled and rolled, filling every ounce of space. They reached for her.

Emma turned around and ran for the door, screaming, knowing it was over, knowing she was going to die in here. She reached the door and banged on it, searching for a doorknob. She saw nothing. It must be electronic. She dropped to the floor, trying to escape the heat and smoke. She pressed her face to the smooth, metal door and waited for the end. Her husband's sweet, dimpled smile rose in her mind and she welcomed it, going to him in her consciousness. Someday, she'd meet him again.


Chapter 24

Craig rolled slowly through the forest, along the path Knox had directed him to, using only one hand since his probably-broken arm was still in the sling. Squirrels and chipmunks ran out of his way and chittered at him madly from their safe places. "This was all Oberlin's property," Knox was saying. "A hundred acres from his house to the road."

"How close are we?" Craig grunted, feeling anxious worry for his wife spread through his gut.

"Not long now. See that grove of trees? There's an entrance behind it."

"You have a code?" Hawk asked, peering in the direction Knox had pointed.

"Yeah, there's a failsafe built in. The customer can remove it but most never do. They don't read the contract to know it's there."

"What if he did?"

Knox shrugged. "I'll figure something out."

Craig sped up, bouncing them mercilessly over tree roots and dirt piles. When they reached the trees Knox jumped out and ran directly into them. A moment after he was gone, an entire section of hillside trembled and slid underneath another section, leaving Craig rubbing his eyes in disbelief.

Knox climbed back in the truck and laughed at Craig. "Unbelievable right? It should be. It cost twelve million dollars."

"What's it for?" Craig choked out, starting towards the opening.

"Survival. Stealth. Hiding assets. Rich people are fucking crazy," Knox said with a shrug.

Hawk barked out a surprised laugh.

"If he's in there, he knows we're coming," Knox said.

Hawk nodded and produced a gun from a holster at his back. He looked back at Knox. "You need one?"

"Nah," Knox said, but didn't elaborate.

Craig eased into what looked like a concrete ramp leading down a tunnel. As they left the brightness of daylight he blinked several times, trying to get his eyes to adjust to the gloom.

"At the bottom, there'll be two more doors. One is big enough for cars but I don't have an opener for it. We'll have to walk in."

An alarm sounded over their heads.

"What's that?" Hawk shouted over the noise.

"Fire alarm," Knox called out, his voice suddenly tight. He opened his door and jumped out to the ground below, running full speed when he hit it.

Blood pounded in Craig's ears in time to the alarm. Emma. Emma. Emma. He threw the truck in park and jumped out himself, trying to catch Knox. The bastard was fast.

He heard Hawk behind him, his feet pounding, his breath gasping. Ahead of them, Knox reached the tiny, gray keypad and punched in some numbers. A beep sounded and the door unlatched. Knox pushed it open and disappeared as roiling smoke belched its way out of the open door.

Craig threw an arm over his face and pushed into the wall of smoke, coughing already. How was he ever going to find Emma in this? What if she was already gone?

Knox slammed into him. "Go back, go back!" he shouted over the roar of the flames.

"Not without Emma," Craig yelled, trying to push past him.

"I've got her!" Knox screamed. "Now go back before we fry!"

Craig backed through the door, feeling Hawk's hands pulling him backwards. He squinted against the tears the smoke was causing and peered into the gray smoke.

Knox emerged, a limp and beautiful Emma in his arms.

"Oh God," Craig cried, wanting to take her, but only having one good hand. "Is she?"

"I don't know, we have to get out of here!" Knox shouted. "Get in the truck!"

The three men ran for the truck. Hawk got there first and climbed into the driver's seat. Craig and Knox lifted Emma into the back seat and Craig climbed in with her, not able to tell if she was breathing. Hawk threw the truck in reverse before they had their doors shut and began backing out of the tunnel.

"Faster man, that was some fire. I don't want to be in here if this place blows up."

The transmission whined as Hawk floored it. Craig held Emma on the seat as best he could, praying she was OK. They'd found her. They couldn't find her just to lose her again, could they?


Chapter 25

Hawk reached the top of the ramp and turned the wheel hard, then jammed the truck into drive and went out a lot faster than they had come in. Craig covered Emma's body with his own, cradling her head in his arms, trying to keep her from injury. He felt wetness against his neck and looked down at his wife. Her lips were parted, and as he watched her tongue darted out and wet her top lip.

She was OK! "Emma," he sobbed, falling against her. "We did it, baby, we found you. You're OK." He couldn't believe he'd had to go through this again with her. When they got home, he was locking her in the house. She was never leaving his side again. He heard whooping from the front seat as Hawk and Knox high-fived.

Emma muttered something underneath him.

"What, baby? Say it again."

"You're squishing me," she said, her voice cracked and husky.

Craig moved his weight off of her as Hawk finally slowed down enough that they weren't in danger of cracking their skulls against the windows.

"I'm going to drive around to the front of the house," Hawk said. "You better call the fire department and the cops."

Craig looked up to see that Hawk was telling Knox to do it. That was fine with him. He had his woman back and he didn't care if he talked to anyone but her for the next month. He helped her into a sitting position and pulled her into his arms, his smile wide enough to crack his face.

"What happened to Troy?" Hawk asked, looking back at Emma in the rearview mirror.

"Who?" Emma asked.

"Senator Preston Troy, the guy that abducted you. It was him right? About six foot, dark hair, has eyes like yours."

Emma was silent for a long moment. "That guy was a senator?" she finally said, disbelief in her voice.

Craig laughed and held Emma tight. He was never letting her go again.


Chapter 26

Jerry followed Sara into their house, watching her closely. She'd been quiet and pensive during the hours-long interview with the police. Dr. Velasco's house had been searched and he appeared to be gone. Out of the country, Jerry hoped. That was something they would need to deal with, but not now. Now he just wanted to get his Sara well again. Dr. McNamara had agreed to meet with Sara weekly and try to root out any residual mental poison left in Sara's system from her three-week ordeal. Sara appeared to trust Dr. McNamara, and Jerry knew he trusted her. Sara had insisted Jerry be there at every appointment though.

Sara collapsed onto the couch in their living room and watched Jerry with dark, wary eyes. She seemed to be waiting for him to say something. She still seemed troubled. Jerry dropped down next to her, grateful for the silence of their house. Grateful that they were alone finally.

Jerry kissed Sara's neck and played with her hair. He'd missed this so much. Missed her. Missed being close with her.

Sara broke the silence and Jerry pulled back to give her the space to get out what she was thinking. Her heavy tone told him it was serious.

"He played on my worst insecurities about myself, said all the things that I was so afraid of. That I was a killer, not fit to live with normal people. That I'd always be a killer, that people were scared of me, and that they should be. That the world would be a better place without me."

"You remember it now?" Jerry said, his jaw clenching in anger at the man who would so abuse a doctor-patient relationship.

"Some of it. But now I can tell it's his voice telling me those things, and not something coming from inside me."

"Sara, that's not you anymore. You never did anything out of revenge or spite or to play out some sick fantasy or illness. You were doing a job, trying to make the world a better place, trying to help people who couldn't help themselves."

"He was right about one thing, Jerry. I am still a killer. I can never bring back all those people I killed. That will always be a part of who I am. My past. And if the circumstances were exactly right, I would do it again. If I had to. If you were in danger, for example."

Jerry stared into her eyes, willing her to understand. "Wouldn't we all, Sara? That's part of the human condition. There is nothing wrong with you."

Sara's eyes showed she didn't believe him. Jerry felt his heart breaking again. He had to convince her! His gaze hopped around the house, trying to think of a touchstone that would convince her she deserved this life. He snatched up her purse and pulled out her pocketbook. He rifled through it until he found what he wanted.

He thrust a picture into her hands. "You're not a killer, Sara. You're a savior, a rescuer. How many people would be dead or living in Hell if it weren't for you?"

He tapped the picture she was holding. "Do you think they would be dead?" he asked viciously, wanting her to really think about it. The picture showed a young woman with a baby on her lap. They were in a park, and in front of them was a cake with a large candle in the shape of the number one on it. The woman's head was thrown back as she laughed merrily at something. The plump and beautiful baby was watching the woman, one sticky, cake-covered hand shoved in her mouth. "You saved Jessica and Zoey. If it weren't for you they'd either still be living on the streets, or they'd be in a ditch somewhere. But because of you they have a life! Jessica has her GED. She starts college in a month. College at seventeen! She says she's going to be a doctor. She could be the woman who cures cancer but she never would have gotten that chance if it weren't for you."

Sara's eyes were misting again. Her thumb ran over baby Zoey's sweet face. Jerry thrust another picture at her. It showed another young woman with dark hair and dark eyes, holding up citizen papers next to an older woman and a young girl. They all had wide, happy smiles on their faces. "And Tira? Would she be dead out in the desert somewhere if you hadn't brought her to America? You didn't have to do that. You could have saved JT and Dani without insisting that the president give her and her entire family asylum. You saved them too, Sara. Do I need to go on?"

Sara shook her head minutely, but her eyes were softer, less sure of her wrongness. Her chin quivered and Jerry could tell she had more bottled up inside. She took several deep breaths and finally said it, pain spilling out of her expression. "I keep waiting for you to come to your senses and leave me."

Jerry stood. "I'll show you how much I want to come to my senses, as you put it." He ran into his study, leaving her staring after him. The time had finally come. He would never let her think that again. He rummaged through the bottom drawer on his desk, underneath his papers and high school mementoes, snatched up the tiny, dark box, and ran back to the living room, his heart beating in anticipation.

Jerry dropped to one knee in front of Sara and opened the box so she could see the white gold, diamond-inset, swirling-shank, engagement ring he'd bought for her. "I bought this six months ago but never gave it to you because the time never seemed right. Sometimes you hold me at a distance and I always thought that was your way of saying don't ask me yet. But I'm asking now. Sara, will you marry me? I love you and I can't live without you. Please don't ever think I'm going to leave you. I love everything about you, including your past, and I can't wait to be a part of our future."

Sara's dark eyes flashed and one more time Jerry saw her cry. Tears slipped down her face, running a path to her chin and dripping slowly off. Her face stayed calm, stoic even, until finally she spoke. "I will." With those two words her composure crumbled and she fell on his neck, sobbing.

Jerry held her until the tears subsided, then he quietly plucked the ring out of its box and slipped it on her finger.

Sara gazed at it, her expression soft and open. "It's beautiful."

"So are you," Jerry told her, taking her hand and bringing it gently to his lips.

"Let's do it," Sara said in a breathless whisper.

"Pick a date."

"No, I mean let's do it right now." Sara threw her arms around his neck and he saw new excitement in her eyes that hadn't been there in a long time. She wiped her tears away and when they were gone, new hope bloomed there. "I want to be married before the baby is born. I want to be married to you right now."

Jerry studied her, not wanting to discourage this for one second, amazed that he had said all the right things. But it was late. "Sara, it's evening. No one is going to marry us right now."

"We could fly to Vegas."

"Our friends..."

"I know you want your friends to be there. We can do it again, here in Westwood Harbor. Plan a huge party. But I'm serious that I don't want to go one more hour without being your wife."

Jerry thought hard. It appealed to him. They could fly down and get the piece of paper, then fly back. If it made Sara happy ...

Sara's eyes sparkled. "It would be perfect. Vegas is where we fell in love."

Jerry scoffed. "I fell in love with you here in Westwood Harbor, long before we met again in Vegas."

Sara stared deep into his eyes. "You're such a sweet man, Jerry. What did I ever do to deserve you?"

"You were born," he said, then kissed her long and hard, his plans set on Vegas, his heart light and happy.


Chapter 27

Emma woke up all at once, blinking at the daylight streaming through her window. She looked at the clock. 3:34. Not in the morning though, so she'd slept all night and most of the day too. She shifted in bed, wondering why no one had woken her. Craig lay next to her, his back to her, a sheet wadded over his body but barely covering him. That's why. They had both slept all night and all day.

Emma's eyes traveled over her husband's form, resting on his splinted arm. He had insisted it barely hurt, and he had good strength and range of motion in that hand, but still she was taking him to get X-rays today, no matter what. Her gaze left his arm and traveled over his back, noting each one of his muscles and she felt arousal build inside her. She would let him sleep for at least a few more moments.

She relaxed on the bed as bits and pieces of the day before came back to her. Troy's horrible final act. Believing she was dead—beyond saving. Craig breaking in to save her. The subsequent fire that destroyed the entire mansion and left a gaping hole in the ground. The police arriving and asking them questions for hours before they could finally go home. To Emma, the hole in the ground reminded her of the hole from Vivian and Hawk's house fire. She thought it was fitting that Troy had died that way, although she still didn't know if he'd been trying to kill himself or if he'd been trying to shoot at her while still being woozy from fainting. She'd never know. He was gone.

Craig stirred just a tiny bit next to her and she hopped lightly out of bed, wanting to start her morning (afternoon) right, but needing to take care of some business first. She ran to the bathroom and freshened up as quickly as possible, then hopped back into bed next to Craig, spooning his back. She tiptoed her fingers around his front and laughed out loud when her hand found thick, hard erection. Had he been dreaming?

She took him in her hand and squeezed. "I always knew you'd find me," she told him.

Craig turned in the bed and in a moment, he was on top of her, deliciously towering over her, his dimples putting in an appearance as he smiled at her.

"Damn right. I will always find you. But you better not ever do that again," he growled, dropping onto one elbow to nuzzle her neck. His other arm was still splinted, and he held it next to her body.

"I can't control the nutcases," she told him, opening her neck to him, opening her entire self to him, her eyes drifting closed.

"You could listen to me when I tell you things," he said, trailing his kisses down to her chest, where a tiny, sleep t-shirt covered her breasts.

"I could..." Emma told him, gasping as he mouthed first one nipple through the material, then the other one.

"But you won't," he finished. "Emma," he growled.

"I know, I'm sorry. I'll listen to you here, in the bedroom. I'll do whatever you tell me, I swear it."

"Damn right you will," Craig rasped, his splinted arm traveling lower, that hand pushing her panties aside, and thrusting two fingers into her—hard.

Emma gasped and threw her head back.

"God, Emma, if I'd lost you, I would have died," he told her, bringing her back to reality. She opened her eyes and looked at him. He was staring at her, the intensity of his gaze setting her on fire.

"You didn't lose me," she told him softly, her eyes locked on his.

Craig continued staring deeply into her eyes, while his knees nudged her legs far apart. With a grunt, he tore her panties down the center, ripped them off of her, and threw them on the ground. Without taking his eyes off hers, he grasped himself in his hand and guided his cock to her entrance, entering her with one forceful thrust. Emma gasped and cried out lightly, but never looked away. The connection with her husband was enormous, exorbitant, deeper than she'd ever felt it. She was mesmerized by him, by his strength of will and the desire of ages written on his soul.

Craig began to thrust into her, finding that rhythm they knew so well, wringing every bit of pleasure out of her. Emma met his tempo eagerly with her hips. She felt his love wash over her, covering her, consuming her. He'd saved her with pure will and strength, and a little help from his friends. He'd been her hero again and again and she would never forget it.

Emma felt her release building and she was almost sad. She wanted this to go on forever. Wanted to never let him out of their bed. But he took her there relentlessly, knowing exactly how to move and ply her to make her go off like a rocket.

Their eyes still locked on each other, Emma allowed her body to go where it wanted to go. Her peaks built upon each other until she was panting with the sheer bliss of it, her hands running along her husband's chest and abs, her soul co-mingling with Craig's.

The connection became too much, and still she stared into his eyes, letting his love fill her and overflow. Thick tendrils of pleasure pulsed out of her core and she cried out as her orgasm slammed into her, taking her to that place that only Craig could bring her back from.

Craig's thrusts grew harder, deeper, and he made a low growling sound deep in his throat. She felt him spill inside her as their two selves became one for a heavy, hot moment.

Then it was over. For now. Never breaking eye contact, Craig moved to the side of her and laid his head on the pillow. Emma turned her head, not wanting to break the connection.

"I love you," he finally said, his breathing quieting.

"I love you, too," she whispered.

They laid that way for a long time, sharing everything that was theirs to give.

 

***

 

A knock sounded at the door, causing Emma to finally break the lingering connection. She pulled the blanket over both of them. "Come in," she called, sitting up in the bed.

Vivian poked her head in, then entered with a tray in her hands, beaming at Emma. "Lunch in bed for both of you!" she cried. "I would have made you breakfast but you slept through it."

Craig sat up and rubbed his hands together. "Perfect! What are we having?"

"Monte Cristo sandwiches with fries."

Vivian put the tray down and gave her sister a hug, then backed away. "Sorry if it's a little cold, I wanted to bring it twenty minutes ago but you were, uh, still sleeping."

Hawk's words drifted in from the living room. "Don't lie, Viv! You said they were having sex."

Vivian colored and left the room quickly. "Hawk!" she yelled.

Emma laughed and picked up her sandwich. Vivian poked her head back into the room, her cheeks still red. "Come out soon, OK, I miss you."

"I will, Viv."

Emma took a bite. Heavenly. Craig had already finished his sandwich and was working on his fries. Emma watched him eat, then thought of something. "Why were you late that day, anyway?"

Craig stopped with a fry halfway to his mouth. "Aww, babe, I'm sorry. I forgot all about that. You're not going to want to hear this."

Emma's appetite vanished.

Craig turned to her, regret in his eyes. Emma listened hard as he explained every awful detail. Emma cried a little for her friend, West, unable to believe what she had just heard.

When he was finally done, she stared at him. When he didn't speak again, Emma challenged him. "So what are you going to do about it?"

"Emma, what can I do? This goes beyond anything I've ever dealt with. It goes so high up I'd be fired for even poking my nose in there."

Emma stared at her husband hard for a long time. He looked away and poked at his french fries. "Craig Masterson, I'm surprised at you. You're the hero, you've always been the hero, and I've never known a situation that needed a hero more than this one. If you don't help those people, who will?"

"Yeah, well, I was a little busy saving someone else," he muttered, his eyes still on his fries.

He looked back up at Emma finally, a decision brewing behind his gaze. "It could take years Emma, and put us in a lot of danger."

"Yeah, well, what else is new?"

"What about our baby plan?"

Sorrow peaked in Emma's heart like a flower opening upside down. She did want to have babies. But she wanted to have them in a country that was safe to live in. In a country that she could be proud of.

"It can't take forever, can it?" she murmured. "I'll still be here."

Craig watched her for a long moment, then stood up. "I'll look into it," he said gruffly, pulling on some clothes. He gathered his dishes and took them out to the kitchen. Emma watched him go, chewing her food thoughtfully. Why couldn't life ever be simple?

Voices sounded in a chorus in the living room. Someone was here. Emma pushed her tray back and ran into the bathroom to clean up, then put clothes on quickly. When she reached the living room, Jerry and Sara were still hugging everyone. Emma waited her turn, then hugged them both.

"So what's been going on?" Jerry asked, a bright smile on his face. "Did you guys ever figure out who was after you?"

Craig snorted and shook his head. JT held up his hands. Emma smiled. Did they really not know anything that had happened in the last two days?

"Don't you watch the news?" JT asked in disbelief.

Sara shook her head. "We try to never watch the news. Too much drama and they only focus on the bad stuff."

Dani glared at them and Sara blinked at her. When she realized what she said she laughed. "Sorry Dani, except your segments. They're great."

Hawk looked at JT, then Craig, then Vivian, then Dani. "Didn't anyone ever call them when Emma was ..." Everyone shook their head no, Vivian looking ashamed.

"When Emma was what?" Jerry asked, his eyes bouncing between them.

"Trust me dude, you don't want to know," Hawk said, disappearing behind his computer.

Emma saw something sparkle on Sara's left hand and she looked down. She shrieked at the sight of the ring she had helped Jerry pick out so many months before. JT jumped and Craig reached for the place his gun normally sat, his eyes checking all the windows.

"Oh my God, Jerry, you finally asked her!" Emma yelled, picking up Sara's hand, and showing it to the room.

"I did. And actually ... we're, well we just got back from Vegas. We got married last night. We just couldn't wait, but we'll do it all again and have a big party," he finished quickly.

Emma felt her eyes fill with tears. Sara was a mystery, and Emma had never been positive she would say yes, but she had. "Congratulations," she whispered.

"We have one more surprise, too," Sara said, her hand going to her belly.

Jerry beamed, a smile wide enough and genuine enough to melt hearts, then fished something out of his back pocket. He held out a handful of cigars. "She's pregnant, too."

Dani stood up and shrieked this time, clapping her hands together. Everyone crowded around the couple, congratulating them, kissing and hugging them again.

Emma stood off a little ways, watching them and being happy with all her heart for her friends, but a little sad too.

It wasn't her still. Life always got in the way.


Chapter 28

Three years later

The crowd filling the church ooohed and aahhed and gushed as two-year-old Archer Mansko, perfectly dashing in his toddler tuxedo, walked down the aisle holding one twin's hand with each of his own. Anna and Abigail Kincaid, cute pixies in their pink, floor-length dresses, with their curly brown hair cascading down their backs, scattered flower petals from the baskets slung over their arms onto the aisle.

Jerry and Sara followed, then a parade of male and female marines in their dress blues followed, taking up their places on either side of the altar.

Emma, standing behind them, watched her sister and Hawk step slowly onto the trail of flowers as the airy harp music filled the church. Vivian managed to look elegant and amazing as usual, even though her very pregnant belly should have made it impossible for her to walk at all, especially in heels. Emma knew she was leaning heavily on Hawk though. She was having twins again, but they had chosen not to find out the sex. Her due date was in a month, but the doctor had told her to expect the babies earlier. She had carried Anna and Abigail only to thirty-five weeks and the doctor didn't expect her to go past that this time either.

Emma looked down at her own monstrous belly poking her dress out as far as it would stretch. She was not in heels. There was no way. She was having twins too, but for some reason her belly seemed three times as big as Vivian's had ever gotten. Her babies were measuring huge for twins, her doctor had said, trying to convince her to schedule an early induction. Emma had said no way, knowing induction frequently led to c-sections. She wanted to have these babies the natural way, if at all possible. But their size was scaring her. She had made it to thirty-seven weeks already, and just wanted to get past this wedding, then the babies could come at any time. The church and reception hall had all been booked long before Emma and Vivian had gotten pregnant, and Dani had offered to change the dates, but they all knew that would mean postponing the wedding for at least another six months, so they had convinced her to go through with it. They would make it work, no matter what.

Senator Oberlin's money had been dealt with. The three of them had taken their share, for all of ten minutes, before each one of them signed it over to their favorite charity. Emma had never felt relief like she did when that was done.

Craig had finally finished cleaning up the government, with Sara's help, and Hawk's help too as a private contractor, since he had retired from the FBI when the twins were born. About a year after that, when life had finally slowed down for them, Hawk and Vivian had started a Private Investigators business. DashKin Investigations. They were an impressive team who people hired when they needed a seemingly unsolvable puzzle unraveled.

Craig had become famous too, famous enough that publishing companies were hounding him to write a book on the experience of cleaning out the government, not once, but twice. One of them had offered him a $750,000 advance. Craig hadn't decided to take it yet, but Emma was trying to convince him he should. They needed baby clothes and college funds, and who knew what else.

The moment he had held his first press release regarding the arrests they were making, he had also announced his impending retirement from the FBI. That had happened six months ago. Emma knew it would and had thrown away her birth control pills early. She'd seen how ready he was to be done. She knew she could count on him to go through with it.

She watched the next set of marines walk down the aisle, then looked up at Craig, who was strong and solid as ever in his dark suit. She squeezed his hand. They had a few more minutes before it was their turn to walk down the aisle and she wanted a kiss. She turned her face to him but instead of kissing her he leaned over and spoke into her belly button like it was a microphone. "Girls, it's daddy. D-a-d-d-y. You guys sleeping?"

"Ouch, Craig, stop that," Emma said, one hand going to her belly as her other hand pushed him away. "They always kick when you talk to them."

Craig stood and grinned at her, flashing his dimples so she couldn't stay mad. "I know, that's cuz I'm d-a-d-d-y."

"Ouch," Emma gasped and bent slightly. One baby rolled inside her while the other kicked again and again. A sharp pop sounded inside her head and moisture seeped down her legs. "Oh God," she stammered, looking up at Dani and JT's grand wedding unfolding in front of them. Dani had finally gotten the anchor position she'd been fighting so hard for and had finally said yes to marrying JT. She had it all planned out. One year on the job. Marriage, then one more year on the job, then one baby, with six months off, then a nanny on set so she could go back to work. Emma grimaced as she thought of how easily plans could be derailed.

"What's wrong?" Craig asked, bending to hold her up.

"Craig, get me a towel, some napkins, anything. Quickly."

Craig's face went white as he contemplated these instructions. She squeezed his arm. "Go, get me something!"

He disappeared and came back a moment later with a handful of paper towels. Emma dried her legs and shoved the towels in her underwear while hiding behind Craig. They were the only ones left out there anyway.

"Emma, what's going on, are the babies coming?"

"My water broke, but I'm not having contractions. I'll be fine for a few moments."

Craig clutched at her, looking ready to throw her over his shoulder and rush out of there.

Emma took a step back and held up her finger. "No sir, no way. You just keep back. I'm not missing this wedding."

"But Emma, the babies, are they OK?"

"They are fine. I can feel them rolling around in there like normal. I'm not even having contractions." She pulled Craig close to her. "There's no risk if we just stay for a few minutes. Just long enough to see the I do's. I promise."

Craig stared down at her doubtfully.

"Look, I'm a paramedic, I'll deliver these babies myself if I have to. I'm staying, so you better just get on board. It's our turn."

Emma took his arm and pulled at him, slightly anxious that he would just pick her up and run for his truck no matter what she said, so when he stood straight and began to walk she breathed a sigh of relief. "Smile," she whispered at him and they stepped down the aisle, Emma now very glad she was in flats.

At the altar, Craig faltered, wanting to stay with her. She gave him a warning look and a little push, then went her way, glad to see he went to stand at the end of the groomsmen.

Emma took her place next to her sister, wanting to tell her that her water had just broken, but not wanting to spoil the wedding. She held her tongue. They both had chairs waiting just behind them if they needed to sit. Emma didn't need hers quite yet.

They watched as Dani's parents walked her down the aisle, kissed her on the cheek, and gave her away to JT. Emma smiled at Dani's beauty. She looked fresh and lovely in her sleeveless, low-back bridal gown. Emma listened with rapt attention as the couple promised to love each other for the rest of their lives, and she finally sat down when tiny, fluttering contractions started at the top of her belly.

Craig noticed her sitting and left his side of the ceremony immediately, running out the side door. As the rest of the church watched JT kiss his bride, Emma watched glimpses of her husband sprinting past doors, around to her side of the church.

He came in the side door closest to her. "I'm taking you to the hospital now."

"Just one more minute," Emma told him, breathless as another, stronger, contraction took her. She craned her neck to see JT and Dani as they broke apart, smiled at each other, then smiled at the crowd and started down the aisle. Happy music filled the room and Emma's heart filled with gladness for her brother.

"Ok," she whispered to Craig, knowing he couldn't hear her over the applause. She stood, leaning heavily on him and tapped her sister on the shoulder, leaning in to whisper, "My water broke," into her ear.

Vivian spun around and grabbed her hands. "The hospital..."

"We're going," Craig said roughly, putting his arm around Emma and encouraging her to lean on him.

"Give my apologies to JT and Dani," Emma told her sister and allowed Craig to pull her away to the side door, away from the crowd.

Vivian caught up with them. "I'm coming too."

"No, don't come now. It will take forever for me to get checked in and examined. I'll text you if anything good happens."

"Good luck. I'll see you soon," Vivian called after her. "Don't have those babies till I get there."

 

***

 

Vivian stood outside the reception hall, debating back and forth when to tell Dani and JT that Emma was in labor. She didn't want to ruin their wedding, but she didn't want anyone to miss anything either. Finally she decided to wait at least until after the first dance. It wasn't like the hospital would let all of them in the room anyway.

Decision made, she breathed a sigh of relief and waved her husband over to stand in the greeting line with her. Nervous excitement filled her belly. Emma was finally having her babies! Emma had wanted this for so long, and she wasn't getting just one baby, but two! Twins were hard work, but so worth the sacrifice. Anna and Abigail meant everything to her and Hawk. They had Hawk completely wrapped around their fingers. All Anna had to do was laugh her little girl laugh and daddy fell all over himself to make her happy. All Abigail had to do was frown slightly, her big, electric-blue eyes misting, and Daddy would move mountains for her. Vivian smiled at the thought of her daughters, then looked around the large reception hall for them as Hawk joined her at the end of the line. She saw them in the corner with Archer, Jerry and Sara's son. Vivian's mother and father were getting all three children drinks and snacks.

Vivian massaged her belly lightly as braxton-hicks contractions tightened it. She'd been having them on and off for weeks. She'd get some water as soon as she got inside. She'd been on her feet all day.

 

***

 

Emma screamed as the vice tightened around her middle and the pressure in her pelvis became unbearable. "Where's my sister!" she shouted at Craig, pulling him around by his shirt like he weighed nothing.

"I don't know, babe, no one is answering my texts," he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket again.

It had been just over eight hours since Emma had left the wedding. The doctor had insisted on starting pitocin on her to speed up her contractions, and although Emma hadn't wanted to do it, when he'd started throwing around the words c-section and fetal distress, she'd acquiesced. The pitocin contractions were hitting her heard and heavy, double-peaking and leaving her no time to relax. She really wanted her sister to help her through it. Craig was great, super-supportive, but Vivian had done this. Vivian had made it through this. She wanted Vivian there to tell her she could make it through this too.

Emma thrust her belly in the air, trying to find the least uncomfortable position. In a fit of labor-induced rage she ripped all the wires off of her belly and turned onto her hands and knees. Immediately she felt a head drop.

"Oh, God," she screamed. "Get the doctor, they're coming!"

Craig dropped his phone and looked towards the door, then back to her, unsure what to do.

Emma gripped the edge of the bed and let out a scream as she felt her baby being born. "Catch her, Craig!" she screamed.

Craig ran to the end of the bed, a frantic look on his face, as Emma screamed and her body did its work. A nurse sprinted in, yelled down the hall for the doctor and joined Craig at the end of the bed.

Emma took a few seconds to breathe, face smashed against the raised head of the bed, then turned around slightly to see what was going on. A baby cry sounded, harsh and loud in the tiny room. Tears fell from Emma's eyes as she saw her husband cradling their first baby, looking down at her like she were a miracle straight from heaven. Which of course she was.

The doctor and two more nurses rushed in, one of them taking the baby from Craig, the other clamping and cutting the cord so she could take the baby to be weighed and measured while they prepared for the other twin to be born.

Craig hugged her with one arm and cried onto her neck. "She's so beautiful Emma. She looks just like you. Red hair and blue eyes." Emma's tears flowed harder as she felt her body bearing down again, taking over.

"Ok, people, we've got another baby coming," the doctor said and Craig squeezed Emma's shoulder. She could do this. She was doing this.

Forty seconds later, a second baby's crying filled the room and Emma dropped to the bed, her hard work done. Craig disappeared for a few moments, then came back, carrying a tiny, red-faced bundle of absolute perfection. He beamed at her, tear tracks shining on his face.

Emma held her arms out for her baby, still trying to catch her breath. "Is this our first baby?"

He nodded.

"What about our second?"

"She's perfect too. And just as beautiful. But she's blonde."

"They're fraternal," Emma whispered, ever so lightly caressing the baby in her arms on her tiny cheek.

Craig disappeared again and came back with the second girl, also swaddled in a pink blanket. Emma watched as the tiny bundle waved an irate fist at her daddy and wailed. "Which is which?" she asked Craig. They had names picked out, but she didn't know how to choose who got what name.

"This is Winter, for sure," Craig whispered, his voice light and full of wonder.

Emma looked down at her bundle of fat baby cheeks and long lashes over closed eyes. Then she had Summer. Perfect, beautiful Summer.

The door burst open and Hawk rushed in, his hair mussed and his suit jacket off. "Sorry I didn't pick up your call," he started, then stopped as he saw the babies.

He clapped Craig on the back. "They're gorgeous, Dad, congratulations."

Craig didn't even look up. He nodded, his eyes plastered on the perfect package of baby in his arms.

"Thanks Hawk," Emma said lightly, trying not to disturb Summer. "Where's Vivian?"

"Ah well, that was the problem. She went into labor too. She's right down the hall."

Emma stared at him, her eyes wide. "The babies...?"

"She had them already. It was super quick. Two boys this time. Broin and Camden. Brown hair, blue eyes. Broin was six pounds, eight ounces, and Camden was six pounds, four ounces."

Emma felt more tears come. "Identical or fraternal?"

"Fraternal this time."

"When can we see them?"

***

 

Emma held her babies in her arms as her husband walked by her side and the nurse pushed her bed towards the recovery unit. Summer and Winter had both nursed like champs and fallen asleep. She wouldn't let anyone take them. They were staying with her.

The nurse pushed her bed into her recovery room, and although she'd originally asked for a private room, she could tell by the size of it that this wasn't one. Curtains surrounded what had to be another bed with another mother in it. Oh well, the hospital was full right now. She'd just head home as soon as possible. She had her babies. That was all that mattered.

The nurse positioned her and locked her bed and tried to take the babies one more time. "No thank you," Emma said. "I want them with me."

The nurse left the room, leaving them alone for the first time since the birth. Well, almost alone. She smiled up at her husband. He brushed a lock of hair off of her forehead and gave her a gentle kiss.

Emma heard the curtain pull back next to her bed and she broke the kiss, looking up.

Hawk stood there, a smile on his face. "We asked them for the same recovery room, I hope that's OK."

"Of course!" Emma cried, her eyes falling on her sister, who also held two babies in her arms. Two perfectly handsome baby boys who already looked like their father. Emma felt waves of happiness radiate up her body and spill out as tears. Cousins. Built-in-best friends. With big sisters/older cousins to show them the ropes and protect them and take care of them.

She finally had her big family.

And it was better than she ever imagined it could be.

This time makes up for all, she thought, knowing that not one second of any of the hell she'd ever been through in her life mattered. This was what mattered. Her babies, her sister, her husband, her brother, their spouses, all their friends, her nephews, her nieces, and her godson. Life was good to her. And it always had been.

 

 

<<<<<<<< The End >>>>>>>>

Author's note: Oh I SO enjoyed writing this story! Thank you so much for requesting a Heat 7. I missed these guys a ton. :) I hope you enjoyed meeting Knox Rosesson. He will be the hero in my next book. He reminds me a lot of Hawk, although he's more rowdy like Craig, and boy, does he have a lot of SECRETS. Preorder or buy here.
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P.S. If you haven't read the Hide Me Series, that is the series where West Shepherd is the hero and the scene where Craig has to go help him and Katerina is in Hide My Soul, although he's also in the earlier books a bit too. That series is a bit darker than the Heat series, just so you know.

Another Author's Note: You may have seen me talk about starting a new pen name - well, I scrapped that idea. There were a lot of reasons for it, the biggest one being I am going to start writing in serial format (shorter books, more often, with cliffhangers)  and I didn't want to shock my current readers with that, but it would just take so much time away from writing to do that. I decided to just hope you guys were OK with it. Thanks for understanding! I will still try to keep all my prices just as competitive as they are now, so most books will be .99 I'm sure.
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