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      Maddy knew Marcus had something important to tell her before he took off his coat.

      Taking his wife’s hand in his, Marcus led her to the couch, watching the fading sun trying to sneak inside. Once he feared it. Now he wished it would burn away what he was about to say.

      Marcus laid his head in her hands. Muffled by her soft palms, charcoal stains discoloring his cheeks, he explained the general’s proposal.

      Maddy pushed him from her. “You didn’t say yes.” It wasn’t a question. “You won’t do it. Not the way he wants.” For a moment, she also studied the fading rays, the light barely strong enough to lighten her already pale cheeks. “You want to lead them, teach them, train them, then risk your life with them.”

      He didn’t reply.

      “Am I right?”

      “It was my request.” Marcus watched Maddy’s emotionless face. “I have conditions. I must select the team, train them as I see fit, and choose the tactics used to execute the missions. All efforts must be made for me to be home for family occasions. All the families must be protected. I won’t move, nor resign from my position with the FBI. General Cummings isn’t authorized to approve my conditions. He’s taking them to the one who can.”

      “Just like you are.” Maddy’s eyes had a dangerous light to them, one he’d never seen before. He reached out, but she slapped his hand away. “You’re going to tell me it’s my decision. I’ll have to listen to the deaths of people you think you could have saved. The damage would be on my soul. Don’t turn away!” she shouted. “Fuck you, Marcus Rollins. It’s not on me.” She went to the door, car keys dangling from her hand. “Don’t follow.”

      Marcus watched her walk out the door. He listened to the soft hum of the garage door, the angry growl of the speeding car as she turned onto the street. Then there was silence. The sun was long gone, still Marcus didn’t rise. He saw the car accident he’d once seen, only this time, it was Maddy’s blood pooling in the road. He heard his mother’s cries, this time calling Maddy’s name. Before the sun rose, he saw his father and Ray’s face merging, both men lying dead in the field.

      “Am I wrong to want to use what I am?” he spoke to clenched fists. “It’s wrong to place her where I have.” He looked at the door, the quiet more frightening than Gregor had ever been. “What do I do if she does not return.”

      “What you have always done.” The voice was cold. “You will move forward. Once again, you will be alone.”

      Marcus didn’t hear the door quietly opening behind him. He didn’t see Maddy step into the room. He wouldn’t have recognized her if he had.

      Maddy stood by the door, knowing he hadn’t moved since she left. Her face, torn from scratches, sat below hair tangled by merciless twists. The blue of her eyes had faded, long since turned to the color of a drying sea. The smell of the salty mist clinging to her coat told Marcus she had returned. He rose but didn’t speak.

      “I know.” She stepped only far enough into the room to shut the door behind her. “I look like hell.”

      “I will not take the job.” A small rivulet of blood snaked its way from where his fingernails pierced the soft flesh of his palms. “My decision.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you say now.” She stepped further into the room, beach sand catching in the rug, the surface discoloring. “You brought it to me. It’s too late to go back. You’re willing to give up everything we’ve worked for to do this, and now you’re telling me you’ll give it up for me. What kind of person does it make me?”

      “I don’t know what to say or do.” He looked down, his eyes searching for words as if he would find them hiding among the carpet strands.

      “You can stop bleeding on my rug. I have conditions of my own. First, you must promise me you won’t try to get yourself killed. Don’t argue with me. I know your track record.” She crossed the room, putting out her arms.

      Marcus kissed the scratches, brushing hair from her forehead. “I didn’t think I would hurt you so much.”

      “You didn’t think of me at all.”

      “I did.” Marcus shook his head harshly. “That is not true. I don’t want to lie to you.”

      “You better not.” Maddy’s voice was muffled, her face pressed against his shirt. “No matter what happens between us, don’t ever lie.”

      “I thought only of what I can do. Then…” He looked over her head, stretching as if the words he needed were just beyond his reach. “And now there is so much time, too much time sitting. For years, all I could do was walk in circles, going nowhere. More than chains bound me. There was always shame. These gifts,” Marcus almost spat the words, “I have to use them or be devoured by shame.”

      He reached out, letting his hand fall to his side “I didn’t think of how this would affect you. There is no excuse.”

      “I understand, I really do. That’s why the scratches. I hate myself for understanding. All those years, it was only you. You’re not alone anymore. You have to think of us, but I don’t want to stop you. I wouldn’t love you so much if you weren’t the man you are.”

      The tears started, gulping, painful sounds, bitterness like vomit, spilling from her. “Sometimes, I’m sorry you were with Gregor when he came for me, wishing it had ended that night. Then, you hold me, and all the bad seems to fade away. Before you returned, my life was so lonely. I thought the loneliness ended. Now, you’ll be gone for days, and I’ll be wondering if you’ll make it home.” Maddy gulped at the air and for a few minutes, she was unable to speak.

      “Then I think of all the other wives and mothers wondering if their children, their husbands will return. Do you think you’ll be able to bring some of them home?” Maddy continued before he could answer. “Second condition. Don’t become an assassin, don’t do that to yourself. If a mistake is made, it can’t be undone.”

      Marcus didn’t reply.

      “Third condition. Promise me you’ll walk away if you can’t do it. These soldiers will never be able to do what you can. If they can’t do what they need to, don’t accept the mission. You’ll only get yourself, get them killed. Promise me.”

      “I will never send anyone into danger if I don’t believe we can be successful. I will not lead people to their deaths.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      “Take the job. Job. Sounds like you’re becoming an insurance agent. I need to paint. It’s always been where I turn. Maybe when you die, and everyone knows you’re a hero, they’ll be worth something.”

      Walking from the room, she stumbled. Marcus caught her in his arms, carrying her upstairs. Placing her carefully in the tub, he washed the scratches, cleaned the dirt from her hair. Wrapping her in a towel, he took her to bed, sitting beside her.

      He was still sitting beside her when she woke. Pulling free, Maddy went to the kitchen. The coffee pot was beeping when he woke. “If your new boss doesn’t agree to your conditions, I had one helluva night for nothing.”

      “How can you smile when I have turned your life upside down. It was…”

      “You’ve done that a few times. You think I’d be better at it.” She poured them coffee. “It’d be a lot easier if I didn’t love you. I’m going to talk to Tilly. I have a lot to tell her. Then I’m going to Paula’s. I think she’s expecting.”
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      Sitting in the quiet station, Marcus looked at the blank computer screen. The cases had been few and though he was glad there was nothing to investigate, he found himself bored. He left the station, walking along city streets, trying to enjoy the sounds of the city. The once grand building beside the post office, having fallen into disrepair, was once again grand. The playhouse brought with it new restaurants and cafes. The city was full of life.

      Back at his desk, Marcus saw the post-it note attached to his computer. Reading it, he cheered.

      “What was that all about?” Ray walked out of his office.

      “Agent Perkins, using the ownership records of the Mansford Trucking Company Matthew got, was able to find more children. From there, they were able to trace the routes and records back to Sheriff Daktil. He has been arrested and is sure to spend some time in prison.”

      Chief Daniels walked to Matthew’s desk, applauding. “You give any more thought to being the new chief?”

      “Don’t think it’s the right fit.” Matthew was quick to respond, pointedly looking at the officers who’d trained him.

      “I thought you’d say no.” Ray eyed the two best men for the job, knowing his decision wouldn’t sit well.

      “Must you retire?” Marcus asked.

      “It’s time. Louise and I deserve some time together. I’ve put it off because I wasn’t sure what I’d do. Never been a stay-at-home kind of guy, but with Louise getting sick, well, it sort of makes you realize it’s not going to last forever.”

      “What will you do?” Marcus seemed to be peeking out from beneath his eyebrows.

      “Besides worrying about you?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “I’m going to work at the police academy, two or three days a week. It’s in Avon, not too long of a drive.”

      “A man with your experience, who is good at judging a man’s character, will be a good addition,” Marcus said.

      “It’s hard to teach, but I’m going to try. Officers need to look beyond the obvious.” One glance over his shoulder told Marcus he was also speaking to Hawkins. “Now I need to have some hard conversations.”

      Marcus didn’t look up when Hawkins was asked to join Ray. He forced himself to listen to the clicking keyboard, ignoring voices too easily heard. There was no question how Hawkins took Ray’s decision. Leaving the office, speaking to no one, Hawkins glanced at Marcus, sending a searing hatred his way.

      Ames, responding to the calling finger, walked into Ray’s office. Shaking hands and Robert’s smile told the officers in the bullpen they were getting a new chief, and his name was Robert Ames. Only Sharon was frowning.

      Seeing Marcus watching, she stepped over. “I’m not ready to retire, and new chiefs often mean new secretaries. Even if Ames decides to keep me on, it won’t be the same. I’m going to miss him.” She looked away. When she turned back, she was smiling. “You and Maddy okay?”

      “We’re okay.” He was quick to answer, but Sharon heard doubt creeping into his voice.

      “It’s not all roses.” She sat on the corner of his desk, careful to pull down the skirt riding uncomfortably high on an attractive thigh.

      “You guys are good together, but no one’s perfect, and no life is easy.” Her shoulders shook for a moment. “Who am I to tell you. You’ve had more than your fair share of not easy. Marriage isn’t easy in a different way and like it or not, failure is an option.”

      She was heading back to her desk when she spoke again. “I hear Abby, Hawk’s sister, hasn’t tied the knot yet.”

      Marcus frowned. He’d shared one lunch with Abby. He couldn’t imagine how Sharon knew. He was wondering if his attraction had been obvious when the phone rang.

      “Chip.”

      “Yes.” Marcus looked around the office, but no one was listening. “Dale.”

      “Are you getting a divorce?”

      “No. It’s been rough, but the marriage is secure.”

      “Meet me where your old life ended. You get off work at five. I’ll be there. Call your wife. You’ll be late.”

      Marcus hung up, hand clinging to the phone. He saw Maddy’s face, torn from scratches, pale from tears, and wondered if he’d given the right response.

      “Late night,” Maddy answered the call, speaking before he had a chance to tell her why he called.

      “You…”

      “I had a feeling. I’ll leave dinner for you. I’ll be working late myself.”

      Marcus looked at the phone, still held tightly in his hand, long after she hung up. Ray, watching, didn’t look away.

      It didn’t take his skills to read what he saw in Ray’s eyes. Marcus was making recommendations on which investigations should be looked into when Ray’s shadow darkened the keyboard.

      “Do we need to have a conversation? If we do, I’m guessing it shouldn’t be held here?”

      “I think it would be best if we did.”

      “Let’s go for a ride.”

      Marcus spoke slowly, watching Ray’s reaction to the conditions he’d given the general. When Ray didn’t answer, he began to worry.

      The silence grew, Ray finally breaking it. “How did Maddy take it?”

      “Badly.”

      “I don’t need details. That’s between you and your wife. If I read the expression on your face right, I’d guess today, your conditions were accepted, and you’re going to do it.”

      “Yes. Do you understand?”

      It was a simple question, but Ray didn’t answer. “We’re back; you go inside. I have to park the car.”

      A long time passed before Ray stepped into his office.

      The day was waning. It was time to head to the abandoned factory, but Marcus’ legs seemed to have forgotten how to walk. He forced them forward. Looming before him, the chimney, like an obscene gesture, pointed to the sky. Rounding the decaying bricks, time would someday reclaim, he walked to the wall. Marcus looked at the door he’d once escaped from, speaking to Gregor’s ashes.

      “Life is complicated. A man can do what he believes is best and still be wrong. I feel as alone now as you once made me. Did you ever feel as I do?” He thought there would be no response.

      “Yes. I chose a life of timeless loneliness. I blamed my parents. You blame me. My taking you was my choice. You chose to stay…”

      “Only to stop you, it…”

      “Is not a judgement. I cannot change the choices I made. I don’t get to live the life I did not chose. In that we are all the same.”

      In the distance, Marcus heard a car approaching, and he wondered how long Gregor would remain.

      “Ask yourself this. Is it a sin to kill when it is to save others? There has always been war. The evil comes from the cause. I made war on all humanity. Your humanity won. You must decide what is the cause of the choice you are making. Are you trying to bring light into darkness, or are you stepping back into the darkness I gave you? I cannot answer those questions. I chose darkness.”

      “I guess your life is changing again.” General Cummings walked over, sitting on the wall beside him. “You look a bit tortured. It’s not too late to back out.” He waited for Marcus to speak, but when he remained silent, the general continued, “Every soldier who ever fired a gun, killed someone, unless he truly enjoyed killing, asks himself if he’s doing the right thing.”

      “I know the answer to that question.” Marcus ignored the general’s surprise. “If the cause is to save an innocent life, I will always choose to save the life, even if to do so, I must kill. It is not asking too much of me. It seems I have been made for this. I can walk in the shadows, knowing I can reenter the light.” Marcus smiled at the quizzical look on his companion’s face. “I have an odd way of thinking things through.”

      “I’m not judging either you or your way of thinking.”

      Marcus didn’t say it was the general’s use of the word judging that made him smile. “My concern is what I’m putting my wife through. Ray too.”

      “Can’t help you there.”

      “I don’t think anyone can. I made a choice. I am not sure it was right for me to ask her to marry me. Enough talking about the things there are no answers for. Why did you want to meet here?”

      “I thought it might be nice to get some fresh air and for you not to have to wear that damned helmet. I also knew you’d know what I meant.”

      Rossi walked over. “I tried to clean the helmet. Gave it everything I got, and it still stinks.”

      “Your conditions were agreed to.” General Cummings pointed to the wall, inviting Rossi to join them. “Everything from here on in is new territory. You’ll be given the rank of captain, with a fifty-thousand-dollar annual salary. Not sure how to give you benefits, since no one knows you’re working for us. You’ll get burial service with full honors.”

      “That is assuming my body is brought home.”

      “There is that,” Rossi said.

      “We’ve already begun sending out applications for special duty, with your requirements, lack of requirements too. We’re looking beyond any one service. This is what we’re expecting from each candidate; any changes, let me know now. They need to be top of their class in physical health, marksmanship, speed, strength, and endurance. They must have above average to exceptional hearing and vision. We’ll do a preliminary interview.” General Cummings saw Marcus’ frown. “Only pulling out those we’re absolutely certain won’t make the cut.”

      “The best candidates will come to Groton where you’ll interview them, fencing helmet and all.” Rossi filled in the silence growing between the two men. “Only when you’ve approved their appointment will they be allowed to know who you are and what they signed up for. There’s going to be a massive movement of people, so those who aren’t accepted won’t have any way of knowing who made the team. The people making the arrangements don’t know why. It’s a double blind. These people have families; there will be lives to maintain, secrets to keep. They cannot just disappear. We’ll do everything possible to protect their families. One of you gets exposed, we’re all exposed.”

      “That doesn’t mean there’s no way you or one of your team can be identified. It’s the best we can do,” General Cummings continued. “Home base is Groton; you’ll have exclusive rights to the physical fitness complex. There’s already lockers and showers. Exercise equipment, depending on what you want, will be moved in or taken out. The exercise rooms will be made into quarters. How many people do you want on the team?”

      “Twenty-four, plus a pilot and myself.”

      “No problem getting a pilot. Pilot O’Mally was approached, and he jumped at the chance to work with the mysterious Mr. V. Figured it wouldn’t matter if he had a head’s up. He’s the most qualified pilot we have and as we speak, he’s getting qualified on different planes and other sky transportation. Basically whatever we could think of. Rossi even suggested hot air balloons.”

      “I would like Lieutenant Martinelli on the team.” Marcus looked back, remembering the man’s determination.

      “If he hasn’t applied, I’ll ask him to,” Rossi replied.

      “I need three rooms. One to send those I choose, another for alternates, and a third for those not chosen. I would like us to be able to hear the conversations going on inside the rooms,” Marcus continued, speaking as if he were alone. “After I have chosen, I will explain what it is I am going to train them to do. They need to know what they are expected to learn, how dangerous the job is, and especially what it will cost them and their families. They will be leaving much of the lives they know behind. Some may not be able to commit to so many changes. Others will doubt themselves. If their doubt is stronger than their commitment, I would like to give them the opportunity to back out. A small unit cannot have anyone not totally dedicated; we survive or die by each member.”

      “I can arrange it. What else?” General Cummings said.

      “The training… I have already given it thought. I will need an alley set up with sand, dirt, water, and rocky sections. There needs to be a pen for rats and mice. It must have homes for them set up much like their natural environment.” He saw the look of concern on the general’s face. “The rodents will teach speed and agility. I will not expect my people to eat them. They are not nutritious. Actually, they taste terrible even when you can cook them.”

      “I’m going to be sick.” Rossi faked a gag.

      “Then I will not tell you how I caught them.” Marcus almost laughed. “I will need climbing ropes hanging from the ceiling and thick padding on the floor around the walls. I broke my nose four times learning how to run up a wall.”

      General Cummings studied his profile, frowning.

      “I healed well. There is only a small reminder.” Marcus touched the slight lump barely visible on the bridge of his nose. “I would like to have communications equipment available; they must be able to identify sounds not made by man in each of the environments we will be expected to enter. This is so they will be able to tune out those noises.”

      “Anything else?” General Cummings didn’t succeed in keeping the laughter from his voice.

      “I have not considered it all yet. You are my boss, am I correct?”

      “I’m your commanding officer but at the moment, you are commanding me.”

      “I believe that is how it has to be.”

      “At least for now,” the general replied.

      “Perhaps for always,” Marcus responded, enjoying Rossi’s gentle laughter. Turning serious, he spoke to the general. “How will you explain my absences? I can be away on investigations, but it will become known if I do not show up for them.”

      “Another piece of the puzzle we’re putting together. FBI Director Boivon will be brought into the group of people who know who you are.”

      “How many are there?” Marcus asked.

      “There’s Maddy, Ray, and Louise. President Hayward will be told. He’s authorizing all this and of course, he found you in the first place. He is, and the intent is for him to remain, the only elected official who knows your identity. There’s Rossi, myself, and FBI Director Boivon. The joint chiefs, the secretary of defense, and the CIA director will know of you but only as Mr. V. As for contacting you, it has to come through the chain of command by many different avenues. All communication terminates with me and Rossi. As closely held a secret as you can get.”

      “And my position with the FBI remains?”

      “As you wanted. Training won’t interrupt your investigating. Only actual missions will take precedent. The team will practice when you’re away.”

      “It’s getting late; we can continue in the car.” Rossi rose, leading the way. “I requested the doctor and nurse who tended your injuries be assigned to your group. Your team will be their only patients. They’re going to continue their studies. They need to be well trained in all forms of medical treatments. It’s not like you can just go to the hospital. You approve?”

      “If they do,” Marcus answered. “I read their eyes. I think they will make excellent additions. She will need to be told how good she is. She is more skilled than she believes. I think a different spouse would be good for her.”

      “Got divorced a month ago,” Rossi interjected. “I kept tabs on them, made sure they followed the rules.”

      “Did they?” the general asked.

      “Better than expected. They made up a story about having an affair to explain where they were the day we called for them. It was a bit of a scandal. Her husband heard about it, so they got a divorce.”

      “An elaborate ruse,” Marcus said.

      “A needed one.” Rossi’s nose wrinkled as if the breeze had soured. “When you returned, everyone was certain you were the man who rescued little bird. Of course, they assumed you didn’t do it without getting hurt. Dr. Titus was badgered for an answer. A couple of stolen kisses, not quite kept secret, her guilty confession, and the questions stopped. A letter of reprimand went into their fitness reports. I couldn’t expunge it, no valid reason to.”

      “We’ll get their record straightened out someday,” General Cummings said.

      The cars slowing made Marcus look up. The house was only a block away. “I think you should let me out here. That is another thing we will have to arrange.”

      “You thinking about learning to drive?” Parking the car, Rossi turned in the seat, looking directly at Marcus.

      “I don’t want to drive. I let Ray and the others think I enjoy the time we have together.” Marcus struggled to find the right words. “It is hard to explain. The night I escaped Gregor, there was an accident. A man, I think the driver, was standing by the side of the road. He was unable to move, looking only at the bodies of his children. Lying on the road were two shrouds; they were so small. A woman was crying, screaming for her husband, her children. When I’m a passenger, I can turn my thoughts to where I need them to go. I sat behind the wheel once. All I could see were those shrouds. I heard the woman calling, her voice joining the scream of my mother when I was taken away. I didn’t tell anyone. I don’t understand it.”

      Rossi looked at her phone, reading the answer to her inquiry. “It’s call amaxophobia. That’s a fear of driving brought on by seeing or being involved in a horrific accident. I think what you described fits. I don’t mind picking you up, but it can’t be at the station.”

      “Detective Hawkins thinks you’re my girlfriend.”

      “We’ll make sure you aren’t seen together unless it’s an emergency,” General Cummings said.

      “I can’t come to your house either,” Rossi said.

      “I’ll walk to the base. It’s not very far from the station.”

      “Rossi will be at the guard house; he’ll let you in until we build a separate gate. Already in the planning. The entry to the gym will be made more secure,” General Cummings said.

      Marcus slowly opened the door. “I have many things to think about, but tonight, I have to see if my wife welcomes me home. She will not stop me, would feel guilty if I said no, but she is unhappy.”

      Marcus walked away, following the road leading him to Maddy. Stopping before the house, he wondered if he could ever make it right. He could see her back against the window as she painted. The room, even from the street, showed how little space she had. Marcus spoke, knowing Maddy couldn’t hear. “A studio. It will not make up for what I am putting you through. I can only hope it will help fill your hours with the joy I am taking from you.”

      Slipping the phone from his pocket, he called Ray.

      “What’s up?” Ray’s voice wasn’t friendly.

      “Our anniversaries,” Marcus spoke, sounding guilty. “I have done little to make them special. I would like to give Maddy something special.”

      “How about you stop worrying her to death? That’ll work for all your anniversaries.” Ray paused, Marcus not filling in the sudden silence. “Ignore me. What do you have in mind?”

      “I think Maddy should have a studio. It should be big enough for her to paint and store her paintings. I know it will need to be well lit. Electricity must be available. What I don’t know is how to build it. Who I should go to?”

      Ray’s voice, friendlier now, told Marcus he liked the idea. “The fifth anniversary gift by tradition is wood. I think the studio fits that description. So, where do you want to put it?”

      “I think the backyard is big enough. I thought maybe an addition to the garage. To build it would require someone with more expertise than I have.”

      “That’s just about anyone.” Ray chuckled. “I’d call Three C’S. That’s Construction, Carpentry, Completions and Satisfaction. They built your first apartment. I know what you want. I’m pretty sure they’ll know how to do it. There’s no way it will be completed by your anniversary and once construction starts, you won’t be able to keep it a secret. I’ll find out when they can start. I’m guessing you’d like me to make the calls. I’m sure you’re too busy.”

      “I’d like you to call not because I am too busy. You will know best what to ask. I’d like it to be a secret, a surprise. The construction beginning after our anniversary would be best. Could you keep the paperwork? It cannot be left in my house.”

      “I think that’s the first time you called it your house.”

      “It has always been hers.”

      “I’ll make the calls, let you know what they can do, when they can start, and what it will cost. I’ll keep the paperwork too.” Ray’s voice was softer than when he picked up the phone. “It’s a good idea.”

      The line went silent. Marcus was surprised to find himself standing before his front door.

      The house was quiet, and, thinking Maddy must be painting, Marcus went quietly to the fridge. He was placing his food on the table when soft footfalls padded into the room. Maddy, two of her mother’s best wine glasses carefully carried, quietly approached the table.

      “Are we celebrating?” Marcus looked inside the microwave dish. “I think there is enough for us both.”

      “It’s yours. I ate. To answer your question, we’re celebrating.” Sitting beside him, she poured them some wine. “Not too much for you. I need you awake. We’re celebrating you coming home and me being here.”

      Marcus frowned, receiving the kind of smile that never failed to warm him, even when he had been cold.

      “Marriage isn’t easy, and ours is pretty complicated. How many recovering vampires get married?”

      “I am forgiven?”

      “No.”

      Marcus let his frown ask why.

      “You don’t need to be. I knew this was coming. There’s a big difference between going on missions, the ones you didn’t have time to prepare for, with no one to help you, and the ones you’ll get now. It’s safer. I’ll just have to hope there aren’t many annnd”—she drew out the word— “you’ll remember my conditions. I probably won’t worry any more than I do now.” Her eyes grew large, sitting over an even bigger smile. “I finally figured out how to represent your childhood.”

      “You don’t know my childhood. I don’t remember it well.”

      “You told me your father looks like you. I know you had a younger sister, and you lived on a potato farm.”

      “Please do not paint me eating potatoes.”

      This brought out a chuckle. “I promise. You also told me about a young man who took his baby sister to the father- daughter dance.”

      The words brought back the memory, and Marcus smiled. “She was happy. Cathy’s eyes are blue like yours. My father made me walk home; he stayed at the dance.”

      “You remembered her name.”

      “I saw her face.”

      “I’m painting you dancing with your sister, your father approaching. Blended over the scene of you dancing there will be you, hands tucked in your pockets, talking to your father. He’s not angry, and you’re proud. In the corner will be the door to your home. Open, with light spilling into the yard, your mother will be watching. Now I know your sister had blue eyes.” Maddy waited, biting her lower lip.

      “It’s perfect. No one else would be able to paint all those emotions. You will, and it will break my heart to see it.”

      “It’s supposed to. You okay with it?”

      “I’m more than okay.” Marcus took a long sip. “Will I act stupid, drinking the wine?”

      “No more than usual.” She playfully slapped his hand. “Now, what did you and your new employer plan today?”

      Marcus spoke quietly, watching Maddy’s reactions. It was only his telling her of the nurse’s sacrifice that her look of concentration turned to surprise.

      “I’m sure there’ll be other things, unexpected problems. I think you should give some thought to what your band of merry men will be called. I’m sure the general will give you some suitable number and call letters or whatever you call it. My military education is a bit pathetic. You should come up with something more fitting. I think it should be something people are afraid of. When you go to war, it doesn’t hurt to have your enemy afraid of you, especially if you’re outnumbered.”

      “We will mostly be outnumbered. I will give it thought.”

      “How about vampires?” Maddy expected a frown; instead, she was rewarded with a smile.

      “It would be a good name. I’d like the team to accept it. I’m sure voting on decisions isn’t the Army’s way. It will be mine. I don’t know Army protocol. I know how to get cooperation, get people fully engaged. I will engage them.”

      “How about you start by engaging me.” She took his hand in hers.
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      Not knowing how long it would take to get enough candidates ready for the interview, Marcus continued his daily routine. Though there were less cases requiring him to travel to crime scenes, his ability to get confessions and information was frequently in demand. Busy was good, and life moved with a rhythm he enjoyed, even knowing it was a brief respite from what was to come.

      “Agent Rollins.”

      Marcus looked up, surprised to see both Carl and Alan standing before his desk, and he immediately prepared for the worst. Their smiles stopped the snake from curling around his stomach.

      “We’re really sorry this took so long.” Carl spoke first. “Saving a fellow agent’s life usually comes with a commendation. Saving my life should have come with a lot more than a commendation.”

      “You can probably guess why it took so long for you to get one.” Alan put his right hand on his hip. “I don’t think Bureau Chief Hamilton really wanted you to save my boss. How he felt about you didn’t help.”

      Hawkins’ lower lip curled. Standing, he was heading for the door when Ames called to him.

      “Detective, whether you like the conversations going on around you or not, leaving the station is not an option. I need you to come into my office pronto.”

      Alan frowned. “He still hates you?”

      “I think it’s more of a habit now,” Marcus replied. “We are civil. There is also his remaining here. I’m not sure why he hasn’t asked to go to another station. He was in line to replace Ray; Ames was chosen instead. Officer Hawkins is a good man.” Looking across the bullpen into the glass office, Marcus saw both men obviously angry. “You didn’t come here to ask me about him. You could have told me of the commendation without a personal visit.”

      Alan did his best to look crestfallen, Carl pouted.

      “We like your company,” Alan whined, sounding much like his youngest daughter. “Carol does too.”

      “I like yours also.” Eyes twinkling, Marcus continued, “Are you asking Maddy and me over? Maddy has complained about my not asking you to our house.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Carol’s been feeling bad about taking so long to arrange the cookout she promised you the day you guys met. I guess time just got away from us.” Alan shrugged, holding out his hands in an apology. “Back to business. We’re here because we are going on an all-expense paid three-day vacation. Maddy, Carol, and Brent are invited too.”

      “Brent’s mine,” Yother explained. “What my inferior agent is trying to say is the director… yes, the big cheese, is going to present you with the award in person. There won’t be a ceremony; everyone would expect one if he did. We’re scheduled to meet him tomorrow afternoon. Then we get a couple of days to check out the city. It came about suddenly. Someone must have complained. It wasn’t either of us. We know better than to piss Ham off. We’re leaving tonight. Brent was home, so he packed for the both of us.”

      “I never saw anyone pack as fast as Carol.” Alan looked at Marcus’ phone, buried in his desk. “Tried calling, but you didn’t pick up. You and Maddy make a good pair. She didn’t answer the phone either. That means you’re leaving tomorrow. Have to be at the airport by eight.”

      “I think Maddy would like seeing the city again. Last time, our visit was interrupted.”
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      Maddy was elated.

      “It’s about time.” Running to her closet, she began packing. “Come on. If you pack fast enough, we might have time to go shopping. I need a new
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