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      It wasn’t that Detective Sgt. Isaac Taylor didn’t like Christmas music, but the insipidly annoying chorus of the song had him fighting off the urge to shoot himself. Or at least shoot the nearest hidden speaker to make it stop.

      He enjoyed a little fa-la-la as much as the next person. But there were certain songs, certain pop songs that should never be sung at Christmas.

      This song was one of them.

      But trapped in a shopping mall with his beautiful wife — who was armed with a list, a credit card, and the steel-forged will of a gladiator — it was impossible to escape.

      They had been at it for hours. Going in one store after another as Sidney slowly and methodically checked off everyone on their Christmas list. It wasn’t exactly the way Isaac liked to spend his on-call days. But the up side was that since getting married four months ago, his family members would be in for a much better class of gifts from him this year.

      He had used subterfuge to gain access to his wife’s shopping expertise. It was something he wasn’t proud of, but he had done it all the same.

      Two days ago, he had come home from work to find Sid armed with wrapping paper and bows. She had given him explicit instructions not to come in while she wrapped his presents, and then she shut herself up in their bedroom.

      He couldn’t believe it.

      She had already bought Christmas presents for him?

      He hadn’t even begun to think about what to get her yet.

      He was stunned.

      Flabbergasted.

      And so totally screwed.

      So he had done what he had to do…
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      He was horrible at finding gifts that didn’t suck.

      But he knew that he sucked.

      And his family knew it too. They had accepted it long ago.

      The problem here was that his amazing wife did not know this about him yet. And it was going to be a sad, sorry Christmas in the Taylor home when she discovered the awful truth.

      Unless…

      The thought slithered into his mind so innocently.

      Isaac sat on the couch after dinner — eyes narrowed, lips drawn into a pucker — deep in thought as his mind worked on a devious plan.

      Maybe he could find a way to get insight so that Sidney would think he was a gift-giving God. Too bad mind reading wasn’t part of his psychic abilities.

      He had to simply ask for her help. He had no choice.

      Or did he?

      He stood and walked to the closed door of their bedroom. Then he took a deep breath, and without knocking turned the knob and swung it open, walking right on in.

      “Hey darlin’. You got a sec?”

      “Yaaah!”

      Sidney yelped from her sitting position on the floor. She  yanked the fuzzy, red and white reindeer blanket down over top of everything in front of her — wrapping paraphernalia and gifts. He didn’t get nearly enough time to truly take it all in.

      She looked up at Isaac with wild eyes full of fury.

      “Isaac!”

      Her voice was a high-pitched wail of accusation, and Isaac couldn’t help but grin. She was just so damn cute when she was annoyed with him.

      “What?” He gave her his best innocent look.

      “You know what. I told you not to come in. I’m wrapping your gifts.”

      He snapped his fingers. “That’s right! I forgot. I’m sorry.”

      “You did not forget. You’re trying to sneak a peek.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Yes, you would.”

      “I’m not a five-year-old, Sidney. I don’t need to find where Mom has hidden the presents.”

      “Umm hmm. Then get out and let me finish please.”

      “Well, now, just hold on a minute. I came in here for a real reason. I want to ask you something.”

      “Yes?”

      She sounded pissed. He was stalling and they both knew it. But he didn’t barge in just for the sake of peeking. This was serious research. He needed ideas on what to get her.

      “Well, I was just wondering…?”

      “Yes?” The word came out on an impatient sigh.

      “You haven’t given me any hints about what you might want for Christmas, you know? What’s on your wish list this year, little girl?”

      Her impatience gave way to something lustful, the look on her face suddenly lighting Isaac’s libido.

      “If this is a ploy to get me to sit on your lap, big boy, you don’t have to go to all that trouble.”

      The naughty spark in her gorgeous light brown eyes instantly connected with his manhood.

      “I am more than happy to indulge in that festive fantasy later. Right now though, I want to know what’s on your personal Christmas list, Mrs. Taylor.”

      Mrs. Taylor.

      He loved calling her that.

      Jesus, he had a wife.

      Sometimes that still blew his mind. For so many years he never thought he would find someone. Someone he could touch without pain, and hold close, and truly love. But he had found her. She was real, and she married him.

      While he was busy coming to terms with that miracle yet again, a mix of understanding and suspicion dawned on Sidney’s face, and Isaac suddenly knew he was in for it.

      “Oh, my gosh. Is that what this is about, Ike?”

      “Um...?”

      “You haven’t started your Christmas shopping yet, have you?”

      “What? Me? Of course I have. I got my mama’s gift, and something for Grandad. Or at least I have an idea of what I want to get them… maybe. I just haven’t… you know… had much time to get to the mall lately. I mean, you know how busy we’ve been at the station these last few weeks. It’s been crazy.”

      Sidney nodded, watching him ramble and squirm.

      “You’re seriously running out of time, baby. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, Sid. I know that Christmas is fast approaching and I need to get my butt in gear. But it would help if I had some idea what you want.”

      “I have faith in you. I believe you know me well enough that you can pick out gifts for me all on your own. Perfect gifts.”

      Perfect gifts? No pressure there.

      That third bowl of chili from dinner churned in his stomach. Isaac hoped it stayed down.

      “Sidney—”

      “Besides, the gift should reflect the giver too. Something you want me to have that will always remind me of you.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sure you’ll do fine. And I love surprises.”

      “You hate surprises. That much I do know.”

      “You’ve obviously been talking to my brother. Simon always accuses me of hating surprises.”

      “Simon is right.”

      “He is not right! I honestly love surprises.”

      “Okay.” Isaac put a hand on his stomach. “If you’re fine with leaving it up to me, I’m willing. I’m off to the home supply store. That should be a good place to find gifts.”

      He turned, started for the door, and heard a rustling sound behind him. Before he could look back, she grabbed his arm.

      “Wait!”

      He hid a grin and turned to face her.

      “Yeah?”

      “The home supply store?”

      “They’ve got a good variety of stuff, you know? I should be able to find something for everybody on my list all in one place. It’ll be great.”

      “You can’t get Christmas gifts at a home supply store.”

      “Sure, I can. Some kind of power tool for Adam, a new kitchen gadget for Bree. Ohh. I can probably get some kind of kitchen doodad for Emily too. Hey, do you think we should get something for Emmett? What’s the protocol on gifts for your sister’s boyfriend? I mean, I did kind of introduce them, so maybe I should get him something.”

      He was babbling and mumbling, and he could see the glazed look frost over her eyes. No doubt imagining what gift horror she might wind up with if she allowed him to shop on his own.

      “You know what, baby?” She gave him one of her I’m-going-to-seduce-you-now smiles. “Why don’t you and I go shopping for gifts for your family together?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And then while we’re shopping for them, maybe I’ll point out a few things I like. Just to give you some ideas.”

      She leaned in close and put a hand on his chest.

      He slipped an arm around her waist.

      “Shall I assume the position so you can pat me down, darlin’?”

      “Maybe later.” Her sexy smile speared his heart. “Shopping together will be fun. Don’t you think?”

      “I think that would be great. Truly. And we’re both off the day after tomorrow. We’ll make a day of it.”

      “It’s a date.”

      “I guess I’ll let you get back to your wrapping now.”

      “Okay.”

      He leaned down and kissed her lips. Then he left the room, closing the door behind him. He heard the lock engage.

      Case closed.

      Mission accomplished.
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      Like he said, he wasn’t exactly proud of tricking her. But it had gotten them here, to the mall, together. A place Isaac usually avoided on principle. And his little ruse had taken all the pressure off him. No stress about what to buy for his family. And he knew without a doubt that there would be no sour looks or salty attitudes when his family opened their gifts this year.

      With Sidney firmly in charge, his role today was little more than driver and moral support, but he played the part happily. And any time spent with Sidney was total heaven. Like a loyal puppy, he would follow her through the very gates of hell, if that’s where she led. And these mall stores were close.

      His love was chattering away about sweaters and colors and such, and Isaac was giving her all the appropriate mmm hmm’s and uh huh’s. But his attention had been snagged by a suspicious-looking teenage boy who was lurking in the aisle up ahead of them.

      “I love the idea of getting your mom a new eReader for Christmas. Especially since she’s been hinting so hard. And I asked Bree, and Emily, and your dad, and they all said that they have already gotten her something else, so the eReader is up for grabs.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So your mom taken care of, but I still have absolutely no clue of what your dad might like. And really, he’s almost the last one on our list. Now, I know that you two don’t exactly tell each other your innermost thoughts and desires or anything, but I would appreciate any help you can give me here.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Isaac? Ike are you listening to me?”

      “Yes. What to get Brock. I heard you.”

      His gaze was glued to the scene up ahead. The boy was eyeing the open purse in the cart behind a woman. The woman was checking out the scent of the candles on a nearby shelf. The boy  slipped up to her cart and lifted the woman’s wallet out of her purse. He stuck it in his coat pocket, turned, and walked up the aisle, toward Isaac.

      “Ike?”

      “Excuse me for a moment, darlin’.”

      Isaac strode straight up to him, getting in the kid’s way.

      Arms at his side, he held up his right hand, fingers splayed wide.

      The kid froze.

      Snared by telekinesis.

      Excitement zipped through Isaac’s veins.

      Holy shit. That worked.

      “I don’t think that belongs to you.”

      The kid’s eyes bugged. “What the hell?”

      The kid couldn’t move. He was paralyzed in Isaac’s strong psychic clutch.

      “What are you doing to me, man?”

      The kid’s voice was full of panic.

      Isaac flashed his badge with his other hand.

      “Give the lady back her wallet.”

      Those words made the woman spin around, her startled gaze bouncing back and forth between them. “Hey!”

      Isaac dropped his hand, releasing the kid from his psychic grip.

      The kid stumbled forward, his face filled with pure fear.

      “Here! I’m sorry, lady.”

      He thrust the wallet at her and looked back at Isaac.

      “What are you? Some kind of real life superhero?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” Isaac took a step toward him.

      “Don’t hurt me! I-I won’t do it again. I swear.”

      “You’d better not. Because if I catch you breaking the law again you’ll be locked up until you’re an old man. You understand me?”

      The kid swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

      Isaac jerked his head toward the door.

      “Go on. Get out of here.”

      The kid took off, running out of the store and through the crowded mall.

      The woman turned to Isaac. “Thank you so much, Officer!”

      “It’s all right. You really should keep your purse with you.”

      “Yes, I know. I will. Thank you again.”

      He nodded and walked back to Sidney.

      Sidney watched him with a strange look on her face.

      “What?”

      “You just used your—”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “In public.”

      “I know.” He glanced up and down the aisle. “But hopefully no one saw that but you.”

      “Me and that kid.”

      “Yeah, well, who’s going to believe him?”

      Sidney looked him up and down, her smile coming slowly.

      “Somebody is feeling awfully sure of themselves lately.”

      Isaac grinned. He couldn’t help it.

      “Guess I can’t deny that. I’ve been feeling strangely sure of myself lately. I think it’s all the extra time spent with Grandad. I don’t know if his confidence is rubbing off on me, or if it’s just all the training we’ve been doing.”

      “Probably a bit of both.”

      “Probably. I’ve got to admit… it feels good not being afraid of my psychic monsters anymore. Am I totally comfortable with them? Hell no. But now they’re more like monsters that I’ve tamed and trained and taught to do tricks.”

      She smiled at him and lit up Isaac’s world. “I like this new confidence in you, baby. It’s sexy.”

      Her voice was playful, peppered with pride, and laced with lust.

      “You’re sexy.” Isaac leaned in and kissed her lips. “What do you say I take you home and show you just how sexy you are?”

      Sidney giggled and pushed away from him.

      “Turn off that engine, big boy. We’ve still got a couple more gifts to buy, and we’re running out of time to do it. Christmas is just a week away.”

      “I hate shopping, Sid. I usually just get everybody gift cards.”

      “We’re not doing that, Detective Sgt. Taylor.”

      Her tone was as tough as a police lieutenant dressing down her men.

      “But they’ve all come to expect the cards. In fact, I think they’ll be disappointed with anything else.”

      “Nice try, baby. Besides, we’re almost done now.” She glanced down at her list. “What would your dad like?”

      “You’re asking me? How the hell would I know?”

      It was a reflex. The mere mention of his dad, coupled with his shopping frustration brought about instant irritation. But he couldn’t be expected to pick out a deep meaningful gift for a man he barely knew.

      “We haven’t been close since I was a kid. Not since I was eight years old and the psychic stuff started.”

      “Your dad’s been trying, Ike.”

      Isaac’s gaze drifted into the air. “He likes you. Get him whatever you want.”

      “What kind of gift card did you get your dad last year?”

      “I’m pretty sure it was from one of those outdoor stores.”

      “Outdoor stores?”

      Her duh expression told him she was clueless.

      “You know. Places that sell fishing gear, camping equipment, hunting paraphernalia. That kind of stuff.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well, why don’t we go to one of those and have a look around? We might find something great.”

      “You’re so optimistic. I’m game if you are.”

      It took them a good twenty minutes to get through the checkout line and up to the register. The whole experience reminded Isaac of the number one reason he hated shopping so much.

      Too. Many. People.

      They were everywhere, and way too close.

      Accidental skin-to-skin contact and a painful vision of a stranger’s past or future was not what he needed right now.

      His only saving grace was that he was bundled up under his leather jacket, and he made sure to keep his hands either in his pockets or tucked into his folded arms. That, and keeping as close to Sidney as he could without being inappropriate.

      Once they finally left the store with their bags, they went walking out through the mall and Isaac noticed that Sidney’s pace slowed as they passed by a jewelry store window.

      He stopped walking and watched as she stopped too, her gaze dancing over the bling in the window.

      “Something catch your eye, darlin’?”

      “Hmm?”

      She half-responded, but her hungry gaze had clearly lit on something. Isaac followed her line of sight. A tiny diamond cross on a gold chain. It was delicate and dainty and screamed Sidney.

      And he knew she’d recently stopped wearing the necklace that used to belong to her mom. The one her father claimed he had given her mom for her birthday. She said she couldn’t stand wearing it since finding out her father was such an ass. The man had fathered three  children that she and Simon knew nothing about until two months ago.

      “Pretty necklace.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “That would make some nice decoration, huh?”

      “Hmm? Oh. I was just looking.”

      “Uh huh. Is this your way of hinting that you’d like something sparkly in your stocking?”

      Sidney smiled at him.

      “I wasn’t hinting at anything, Ike.”

      “Yeah. Sure you weren’t.”

      They continued their trek out to the car, and Isaac made a mental note to swing back by here and get that beautiful necklace for her.

      The sharp wind whipped around them and they put their mountain of bags in the trunk. Isaac started up the car and let it idle for a few moments to get warm.

      “Woo! That wind sure cuts through ya, don’t it?”

      “Yes, it’s freezing! But I love it.”

      “You love it?”

      “Yeah! You gotta remember, baby, I’m from California. We never had the change of seasons like this. I love the cold, I love the snow. This is great!”

      “You’re nuts, darlin’, but I love you.”

      “I love you back.”

      “What time is Simon supposed to drive up from Dayton tonight?”

      “Last text I got said he would be here around dinner time. And I’ve got the entire rest of the day planned once we get all the shopping done. Starting with a stop at Zoe and her husband’s ugly Christmas sweater party and ending with a special dinner menu for us and Simon.”

      “You’re really going to make me go to this thing?” Isaac couldn’t help the dread in his voice. He hated social gatherings more than almost anything.

      “She is my boss, Ike. I have to at least put in an appearance. And we won’t stay long. We’ll tell her my brother’s coming in. It’s the perfect excuse.”

      “You just want to see me in that ridiculous snowman sweater you bought.”

      “That is a plus.” Sidney’s voice was full of laughter. “We’ll have fun. You’ll see.”

      “Fine. I’ll put on the sweater and go the party, but I won’t enjoy it.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “And, I got the new flatscreen hooked up in the guest room and logged into all the streaming channels, so Simon should be all set for the week while he’s here.”

      “Good. Oh, I got a text from your mom about Christmas Eve dinner too. She said it’s your family’s tradition and she wants everyone to come.”

      “Yeah, she sent it to me too.”

      “Well, we’re going, aren’t we?”

      Isaac was about to answer that question when his cellphone rang. He checked the screen. “It’s Pete.” He put the phone on speaker. “What do you want, Vega.”

      “Hey. Sorry to interrupt your Christmas shopping, partner, but we got a dead body at a grocery store, and everyone else is tied up on other cases. Playtime’s over.”

      “What grocery store? I’ll meet you there.”

      “On 117th.”

      “All right.” Isaac ended the call and looked at Sidney.

      “I guess you won’t be going to Zoe’s party with me after all.”

      The confined space of the car grew dense with her disappointment.

      “It’s not for a few hours yet. I’ll take you and all this loot home, go to the crime scene and be back before you know it.”

      “Yeah.”

      Her smile was forced, and Isaac knew he was starting off Christmas on the naughty list.
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      He dropped Sidney, and all of their bags, off at home. Then he turned on the lights and siren that his personal vehicle had been outfitted with and headed off to the crime scene.

      He pulled into the grocery store parking lot and reached to the glove compartment for his gun.

      As he got out of the car, he clipped the holster to his side, pulled the badge from his pocket, and fastened it to the front of his jeans.

      On his way to the automatic doors, Isaac glanced around and wondered why it was still business as usual going on.

      Why were there still customers going inside?

      Where the hell was the crime scene tape?

      He saw a few uniformed officers milling around, but everyone seemed to be on a coffee break.

      He spotted Pete just inside the doors.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Oh, just your basic cluster fuck,” Pete replied, clearly flustered.

      “Great.”

      Isaac looked around and saw people still going through the checkout lines.

      “Oh, you gotta be shitting me. I don’t think so.”

      He marched over to the front of the lines behind the cashiers and raised his badge in the air.

      “I need everyone to stop what they’re doing right now!”

      His raised voice carried all over the store.

      Heads turned his way from all directions.

      “This store is now closed. Shut down those registers. Now!”

      A very nerdy guy in khakis and a dress shirt approached him.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t do that. I’ve called corporate already. We were instructed to keep the last two lanes here open and continue with business.”

      Isaac looked at him like he was speaking Greek.

      “No, I’m sorry. Maybe you didn’t see the badge.”

      He stuck his badge in the guy’s face.

      “I’m overriding corporate! Shut down those registers right now or I’ll charge you all with impeding an investigation. If corporate has a problem with that, they can call me at the Cleveland Police Department.”

      Khaki guy stood there for a moment, wide-eyed and mouth open, as though it were a mortal sin to defy corporate.

      “I said now!” Isaac repeated.

      Khaki guy jumped and began issuing orders to the cashiers.

      Isaac turned to the uniformed officers on the scene.

      “Keep everyone on the premises. Separate out the employees from the shoppers. We’ll go through them one by one.”

      “You got it, Sarge.”

      “And you.” He pointed to another uniform. “Get out there and tape off the entrance. Turn away any shoppers still trying to get in.”

      “Yes, sergeant.”

      Those tasks done, Isaac turned to find Pete walking toward him.

      “Ike, this is the assistant manager on duty, Lynn Poltski. She says three men wearing ski masks came in waving guns.”

      Isaac looked the woman over. Brown disheveled hair and blue eyes that told him she was still very shaken by the events of the day.

      “Three men in ski masks?”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      “What else can you tell us, ma’am?”

      “They had us all get on the floor. One of them stayed out here with his gun pointed at us while the other two took John into the back office. I nearly peed my pants, I was so scared.”

      Isaac dropped his head at that statement and bit the inside of his cheek. He had no doubt the event had been very traumatic for everyone involved. But the way those words  flew out of her mouth struck him as funny in the moment.

      When he’d completely squashed his urge to laugh he looked at her.

      “Did anybody see what happened when the others went into the office?”

      The woman shook her head. “I don ’t think so. But we all heard the shot a few minutes later.”

      “Just one shot?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Ms. Poltski, can you tell me why anyone would want to rob the grocery store?”

      “Well, sure. I mean, before John makes the daily deposit, the safe typically holds anywhere from $350 thousand to $500 thousand dollars on any given day. And right before Thanksgiving or Christmas like this, that number can go much higher. It could even double.”

      Isaac and Pete exchanged a look.

      “Sounds like motive to me,” Pete said.

      Isaac nodded and turned back to the woman.

      “Can you show us to the back office, please.”

      His words were polite, but it wasn’t a request. The woman turned and led them past the row of check out lanes and over to the front office.

      Isaac’s hawk-like gaze moved around the room, taking in everything. The desk was in a state of messy disarray, but he had a feeling that was normal.

      No sign of surveillance cameras anywhere in the room.

      The safe on the opposite wall stood about four feet high. The door was opened and all that was left inside were a stack of employee paychecks and a couple of empty register drawers.

      In the middle of the room, the body of a middle-aged man laid lifeless, eyes open. The carpet beneath him was stained with his blood, and a female CSU technician looked up at Isaac with a startled expression.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Detective Sergeant. We were told to go ahead and get started.”

      Isaac appreciated the deference, but it wasn’t necessary.

      “You’re fine. Continue.”

      He turned to Pete.

      “You made that call?”

      “Yes. When I first got here, I looked around the office and noted that from the looks of things, either the manager was made to open the safe at gunpoint, or—”

      “Or he was in on the plan,” Isaac said, finishing Pete’s thought.

      “Exactly.”

      “Good call.”

      “Thanks.”

      “In which case, the question becomes why was he killed?”

      “Yeah, but what are the odds that he was actually in on the plan to rob his own store? I think the forced-to-open-the-safe-at-gunpoint theory makes a lot more sense, don’t you?”

      Isaac nodded. “I do. But we can’t rule out either scenario just yet.”

      Isaac looked for their guide, Lynn Poltski, and noticed that, while she still stood outside the office, she was facing out toward the store. No doubt because she didn’t want to see her dead boss lying on the floor.

      He sympathized, but he needed her help.

      “Ms. Poltski, can you tell by looking at the safe what all is missing?”

      Her traumatized gaze met his and nodded, but she still wouldn’t look fully into the room. Her eyes darted to the opened safe and lingered there for a few seconds before she looked at Isaac again.

      “There’s usually a large stack of cash and the blue deposit bag inside,” Lynn Poltski said. “They took everything.”

      “Okay. Thank you for your assistance. If you’ll go out there with the other employees, we’ll be right with you.”

      “Okay.”

      The woman looked pale now, and as she walked away Isaac wondered if they should maybe call an ambulance to look over her and the others.

      While CSU worked, Isaac and Pete spent the next couple of hours talking to every single shopper who was in the store at the time of the robbery, and to each one of the employees. It was an exercise in frustration.

      All the gunmen were wearing ski masks and gloves, so no one was able to give an accurate description of race. All they had to go on was the height of the robbers, and Isaac knew that was pretty worthless.

      By several accounts, the guy everyone seemed to think was in charge did call the store manager by his first name, so that might be something.

      “Pardon me, Detective, but how long will the store be shut down? Corporate wants to know.”

      It was the same khaki-wearing guy from earlier, and Isaac stared the young man in the eyes. Was he for real?

      “This store is a crime scene. What about that don’t you understand?”

      Blank stare.

      Nothing.

      “Tell corporate the store will remain closed until the police are finished with it. You know what? Better yet. Give me the number for corporate. I’ll talk to them myself.”

      The guy ran off and returned a few minutes later with a number written on a piece of paper and a name of reference.

      “Thank you.”

      He turned to Lynn Poltski again.

      “You’re in charge here for the moment?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll need a print out of every one employed here at this store, including yourself, along with a phone number and address where they can be reached.”

      “Okay.”

      “We’ll also need all footage from any surveillance cameras you’ve got set up in the store.”

      “I’ll get all that for you right now.”

      “Thank you.”

      When she was gone he turned to Pete.

      “We can use the list to check off the ones we’ve already spoken to here, and then get patrol to bring in each of the ones that weren’t on duty at the time of the robbery. We’ll question them at the station.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “All right. I’m fairly certain CSU won’t be able to get anything useful in this area out here by the registers. Way too many people come through here every hour.”

      “Yeah,” Pete nodded in agreement. “That’s why I told them to focus on the office. We’ll have a better chance of getting a lead on our killer that way.”

      “Well, let’s get these people out of here and secure the crime scene as best we can. I got a feeling this one’s going to be a bitch.”
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      “Ike! Hey, Ike?”

      Isaac strode into the station through the rear door from the back lot. He was halfway down the hallway when he heard his name being called.

      He turned to see his old friend Milton George leave the industrial mop bucket he was pushing down the opposite direction and hurry toward him.

      Milton was a formerly homeless man that Isaac had developed a friendship with and used as a confidential informant on the street. Then he had helped get the man a job with the janitorial service that cleaned the police station, the morgue, and the courthouse.

      “Hey, Milt! How you doing?”

      Isaac smiled at his friend, but he remained on guard since Milton had a habit of grabbing his hand without warning.

      “I’m great, Ike. Guess what?”

      His excitement was palpable, and Isaac couldn’t help but get caught up in it. Milton had been through such hard times — the loss of his wife, then his home and the years spent on the street — if he had some good news to share, Isaac wanted to know about it.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I got a car!”

      “A car! Really? No way.”

      For months, Isaac had been paying for a metro card so that Milton had reliable transportation to get to work and back home to the boarding house he now had a room in.

      “Yeah. I was saving up, but I still couldn’t afford to pay very much.”

      “Right.”

      “But then I heard about a really good deal on a 2003 Ford Taurus. The lady was selling it on account of her husband had passed away and she doesn’t drive herself. Her son wanted her to get about $3000 out of it, but all I had saved was $2500.”

      “Oh. What did you do?”

      “Well she said that she would take the $2500. Then when I went to pick it up, we talked for a long time and she said that after hearing my story she would only take $2000.”

      “Wow. No kidding?”

      “Yep. Can you believe that?”

      “That is great, Milton. What a kind thing for her to do.”

      “Oh, it was! And only 60 thousand miles on the car! It runs great, and I got a really good deal on the insurance.”

      “That’s amazing. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Ike. I never could have gotten myself together if it wasn’t for you helping to get me on my feet again.”

      “Well, I was happy to help, Milton. Just remember to pay it forward sometime.”

      “Oh, I will. And I’m going to drive the car up to Toledo for Christmas too. My niece and her husband invited me there for the holiday. I haven’t seen my brother or his family since my wife died.”

      “That’s great, Milton.”

      “So, Merry Christmas if I don’t see you before then, huh? And a Merry Christmas to your wife too. That sure was a nice wedding. Thanks again for having me!”

      “I was happy you came. Merry Christmas to you too.”

      Milton waved and hurried back to his abandoned mop bucket, and Isaac grinned all the way up to the fourth floor detectives section. Until he saw Pete sitting at his desk. Then he frowned.

      “Hey. How did you beat me here?”

      Pete grinned. “I’m stealthy. Like a ninja.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “I walked right by you and that janitor friend of yours downstairs. You never saw me.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Detectives? You have persons of interest in interview rooms one and two.”

      Isaac looked up at the uniformed patrol officer delivering the message.

      “Thanks, Humphreys.”

      “How you want to play this?” Pete asked.

      “Well, since there’s about two dozen people to get through I suggest we split up. Just get through as many of them as we can.”

      “Okay.”

      “Anybody that lights up for you or feels a little off, flag ’em. Those are the ones we’ll dig into. Odds are this was an inside job. Who else but an employee of the grocery store would have known the best time to hit it, much less that it would be such a lucrative mark in the first place?”

      “Agreed.”

      “And let’s not forget that several of the witnesses said the lead guy called the manager by his name. A random person not connected to the store wouldn’t have known that. I didn’t see a name tag of any kind on the man.”

      “Right. And was the manager, John Maize, in on it or was he made to open the safe at gunpoint?”

      “Exactly. Because even if that was the case, how did he end up dead? Is one of our robbers just trigger happy or was Maize’s murder premeditated?”

      When they were on the same page on things, Isaac stood, prompting Pete to stand also.

      “Let’s go. I’ll take room one.”

      “Room two if you need me.”

      They leapt into the fray then, questioning a steady stream of the off duty grocery store employees picked up by patrol. One after another.

      None of them were happy to have been interrupted on their day off, but they quickly became very cooperative when they heard the reason they were being brought in.

      Their reactions ran the gamut from shocked horror to sadness and tears, but of the half dozen Isaac personally spoke to, none of them stood out as a possible murderer.

      After two hours of interviews, he walked back out to his desk to touch base with Pete.

      “Progress?”

      “If you want to call it that. I mean, at least we’re getting them checked off the list, right?”

      “I take it no one’s jumped out at you?”

      “Not at all. You?”

      “Not a single one. And between the mind-numbing shopping earlier today and now all these back-to-back interviews my brain is fried.”

      He glanced at his watch. It was well after 5:30. Where the hell had the afternoon gone? Sidney would be heading to her boss’s place right about now.

      Without him.

      He hadn’t been looking forward to the gathering, but he regretted disappointing Sid.

      “It’s coming on shift change and I’ve got family coming in tonight for the holiday, so I suggest we shut it down until morning. By my count, we’ve got about twelve employees left.”

      “Yeah. I just counted the remaining names on the list too. And I like your plan. Let’s get out of here.”

      “I’ll tell patrol.”

      “All right. Hey, who’s your holiday company?”

      “Sid’s brother will be staying with us this week.”

      “Simon or the new brother?”

      On the surface it was an odd question to ask, but Pete was aware that Sidney had just learned back in October that she and Simon had three other siblings they had never known about before — two sisters and a brother — all fathered by the same man that had walked out on them and their mom when they were little.

      At the time, Sidney hadn’t taken the news too well. Simon either for that matter. But they were slowly warming up to the idea of new siblings.

      “Simon.”

      “Cool. Tell him I said hey.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “All right, partner. I’m out of here. Think I’ll run to the mall and get some shopping in myself. Mateo asked for these special art pens I’ve been trying to find. I called an arts & crafts store and they had to order them in for me.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah. So I have to pick those up and find the video game that Charlie wants.”

      “Will you and Jada be celebrating the holiday together?”

      “The plan is to spend Nochebuena together at her folks’ place with the boys and mamá. That’s Christmas Eve to you. That’s when we typically do the big celebratory dinner and gift exchange.”

      Isaac nodded at the unnecessary explanation.

      “I guess her parents do it up proper each year and roast a whole pig.”

      “A whole pig? Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow.”

      “So, roast pork with all the traditional Puerto Rican trimmings is the menu. Jada’s been looking forward to it, and mamá has been feeling pretty good these last few days, so I’m hoping it’s a good time for us all.”

      “I’m sure it will be.”

      “And  then we’ll just have a nice quiet and peaceful Christmas day at home with the boys and mamá. As it should be.”

      “Have you two made this living arrangement official then?”

      “Well, it has helped tremendously with taking care of mamá and getting her back and forth to her chemo appointments and such. It’s been really good for both of the boys too.”

      “Sooo…?”

      Pete grinned at Isaac’s obvious prodding.

      “So, we haven’t really talked about making it official. However…”

      “Yeesss?”

      “I might be thinking about, possibly asking Jada if she would, maybe consider one day, the possibility of…”

      Isaac cracked up laughing, and Pete grinned and rolled his eyes at him.

      “Good night, Ike.”

      “Night, man. And hey, maybe stop by a jewelry store while you’re at it okay?”

      Pete flipped him off as he left the detectives pit, and Isaac kept laughing.

      When Pete was gone, Isaac informed patrol that they would resume their interviews with the remainder of the off duty grocery store employees in the morning. Then he gathered his things and prepared to head out.

      He spotted his boss, Lieutenant Gavin Hayes, ducking into his office and decided to check in before he left.

      “Hey, Lieu.”

      He stepped into the man’s office, and Gavin met his gaze.

      “Taylor. Thanks a lot for coming in today. I know no one likes to come in when they’re on call, but you never complain. Not to me anyway. I appreciate that.”

      “Oh. It’s no problem, sir.”

      “How did it go? What’s the situation at the grocery store?”

      “According to their books, the thieves got away with over three quarters of a million dollars.”

      Gavin whistled loudly.

      “The manager, John Maize, was already DOA by the time I got there. I haven’t spoken to Hiroshi yet, but the body had a single gunshot to the head. Fair bet that’s what killed him. I’ll confirm all that and time of death when I see Hiroshi in the morning.”

      “And all those store employees you and Vega had waiting around out there to be interviewed?”

      “We got about halfway through them. We’ll pick up where we left off with the remainder of them in the morning.”

      “Liking anybody so far?”

      “Not so far, but my money is on this being an inside job somehow. It’s the only logical explanation to me. I don’t think most people, even most criminals, ever think much about hitting a grocery store of all places.”

      “Not likely. Way too many witnesses.”

      Isaac nodded his silent agreement.

      “Okay then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Yep.” Isaac turned toward the door and met Detective Gerri Miller coming in.

      “Hey, Ike. I heard you got called in today.”

      “Hi, Gerri. How you been?”

      “Good.”

      “How are things in Special Victims?”

      Gerri Miller was an excellent homicide detective that Isaac enjoyed working with. But when her former partner was killed on the job, and she and Gavin decided to go public with their relationship, she had volunteered to take a lateral position in the Special Victims Unit of the Violent Crimes division.

      Isaac was just happy that she was still on the job in some capacity because she was a hell of a detective.

      “Sad, but good. We got a missing little boy away from a pedophile and home safe tonight. That’s all that matters.”

      “Yes, it is. Good deal.”

      “Dirtbag is now headed back to prison.”

      “Well, there you go. Can’t argue with that.”

      “No, you can’t,” Gavin chimed in, walking toward her. “From what I heard from Lieutenant Jo Halftel, you and Detective Mayfield did a hell of a job on that case. Good work.”

      “Thanks, babe.”

      Gavin kissed her cheek, and Isaac grinned at the two of them. It was nice seeing his boss so happy lately. It was a huge dramatic difference from the brooding ball of anger he had been back during his divorce.

      “Well, I see you two are on your way out, and so am I. I’ll see you both in the morning.”

      “Ike, wait a minute.”

      He glanced at Gerri and saw her exchange a look with Gavin.

      They were a striking pair — Gavin’s medium brown skin next to her near ebony complexion. Not to mention his imposing physique and her statuesque frame. They looked like something out of a superhero movie.

      Talk about a power couple.

      “What’s up?”

      “Well, I um…”

      Gerri glanced at Gavin once more, and Isaac wondered what the heck was coming. Gavin’s frown indicated he was just as curious.

      A small knot of dread formed in Isaac’s gut, and he ran a hand through his blond hair.

      “I know that you and Special Agent Fox are friends. I think Gavin told me he was dating your sister or something?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Isaac stepped back into the room. Why the hell was she asking about FBI agent Emmett Fox?

      “Well, I know that you probably can’t tell me much, but I was just wondering if you had heard anything about the FBI’s ongoing investigation of the narcotics division?”

      The knot in his gut eased up, but not by much.

      Isaac felt the frown crease his forehead, and he knew he must be wearing a strange look on his face from the way Gerri stared and then began to explain herself.

      “Well, it’s just that Lt. Halftel hasn’t seemed herself the past few weeks, and I… I mean, my partner, Tina Mayfield, and I… and a few others in Violent Crimes… we were all just wondering if it had anything to do with the FBI’s investigation. I know that Lt. Halftel was on the review board that was responsible for hiring Natalie Bains, so—”

      “Yes, she was,” Isaac interrupted her. “And I’m afraid that I don’t know much beyond the fact that Emmett Fox and his colleagues are taking a serious look at each member of that review board. The FBI is convinced that one of the people on that board had, or maybe I should say has, ties to the Boston Martelli organization. They believe that person, whoever it is, helped put Natalie Bains in a position of authority in the narcotics division. Something done on Martelli’s orders. But I’m afraid Emmett hasn’t shared any of their findings with me.”

      He couldn’t blame her for asking. It was all over the station, after all. Hell, it was all over every newscast too. Word of local millionaire, Boston Martelli’s arrest for racketeering, drug and human trafficking, money laundering, and a host of other RICO charges was big news.

      And word that the case had tentacles that reached into the narcotics division of the CPD had created a scandal of epic proportions. The entire police department was buzzing about it — not just at their precinct, but at precincts all over the city. The news media was loving it.

      Gerri smiled at him. “Would you tell me if he had?”

      Isaac hesitated for a split second.

      “Gerri, if I knew anything, I would only be authorized to share it with my lieutenant.” His gaze shot to Gavin and back to Gerri. “Now, what he would then choose to share with his significant other is on him. But honestly, I haven’t heard anything yet.”

      Gerri nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Sure. You two have a good night.”

      “You too, Ike,” Gavin said.

      “Tell Sidney I said hello,” Gerri called out.

      Isaac waved and left the office.

      “Isaac.”

      He was headed straight to the stairwell when he heard his name and glanced around. Speak of the devil and up he jumps.

      FBI Special Agent Emmett Fox walked toward him.

      “Hey, Emmett. I thought I saw you and a couple of your colleagues wandering around earlier today.”

      “Yeah. We’ve started conducting interviews with each of the players and those on the fringe of said players’ worlds.”

      It was exactly what Gerri Miller had just asked him about. The scandal currently rocking the entire city. Not to mention the Cleveland Police Department.

      The truly bad part for the department was that the head of the narcotics task force, Sgt. Natalie Bains, had been discovered to be a Martelli plant. So now it was up to the FBI to investigate the CPD’s Narcotics Division — specifically the five people who had sat on the review board that vetted and hired Natalie Bains.

      Police Chief Luther Branson.

      Chief of Detectives, Capt. Tom Brewster.

      Head of Narcotics Division, Lt. Mike Dunbar.

      Head of Violent Crimes Division, Lt. Jo Haftel.

      Head of Patrol Section, Sgt. Bill Winger.

      One of those five people had ties to the Martelli organization. And Emmet Fox was leading the charge to find out which one.

      “You making any headway?” Isaac asked him.

      “It’s a slow process now that the interviews are under way. We’ve got men going through the personal files of each member of the hiring board. I just spent the day speaking with Lt. Jo Haftel. Yesterday it was Lt. Mike Dunbar. Tomorrow, Capt. Brewster.”

      “Have any of them piqued your interest?”

      A grimace floated over Emmett’s face.

      “You know what?” Isaac held up a hand, palm out. “Never mind. I know you can’t answer that. I’m sorry I asked.”

      It was difficult sometimes to remember they weren’t just friends talking shop.

      “It’s all right. Blurred lines are inevitable now that I’m getting serious with your sister.”

      It was true. Emmett had been dating Isaac’s little
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