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      “Let me get this straight, Lieu.”

      Detective Sgt. Isaac Taylor stood by his desk in the pit, his gaze skimming over the file his boss had given him at the morning briefing only moments ago.

      “Those hate crimes that have been all over the news the last few days, the ones where the victims — all minorities of some sort — have been brutally beaten and left for dead. That’s what you’re talking about here?”

      Lt. Gavin Hayes began nodding before Isaac even stopped talking. “Yes, it is. And we just got a tip early this morning that identifies one of the three perpetrators in that grainy video footage the news keeps circulating as 23 year old Jasper Duke. I want Mr. Duke found and brought in today. This hate crime shit has to stop.”

      The beatings had occurred over a week and a half period, one every couple of days, always at a different location around the city. So far, there’d been five victims, and Isaac sure as hell didn’t want that number to rise anymore than Lt. Hayes did.

      But he still had questions.

      “But that’s a Violent Crimes case, isn’t it?” Detective Pete Vega chimed in, and Isaac got the feeling his partner was just as confused as he was. “Cooper and Davenport are on it, I think.”

      “No, it was a Violent Crimes case,” Gavin corrected. “But overnight, two of the five victims finally succumbed to their injuries. Which means it has now become a double homicide case. Violent Crimes has turned it over to us, and I’m putting the two of you on it.”

      Gavin paused, pointing a finger between them.

      “You just closed the firefighter case last week, and there is nothing more you can do on the Cazacu case unless the Romanian authorities see fit to honor the extradition treaty and send him back here. So I know you don’t have any hot cases clogging up your desks at the moment.”

      “And this tip came in from the hotline?” Isaac was still flipping through the file. If he was going to take over this case and bring in a person of interest today he wanted to at least have the particulars down.

      “Actually it was a 911 call. You know how the dispatchers usually hate when people do that, tying up the 911 line with something that’s not technically an emergency. But since this beating spree has become so high profile she let it slide and took the tip.”

      Isaac nodded at that, but he didn’t respond.

      He closed the file and handed it off to Pete.

      “All right, Lieu. We’ll familiarize ourselves with the case and then head out to see if we can talk to this Jasper Duke. But I have to ask though, why aren’t we simply sending a patrol car to pick this guy up?”

      “I think that would be risky. There’s a lot of heat on this case right now. A lot of attention in the media, and from the mayor’s office. I don’t want the sight of a cop car and a couple of uniforms at his door spooking this guy. If he is one of the assholes on that grainy video footage who’s beating innocent, defenseless people then he may bolt at the first sight of a cop.”

      “All right.” Isaac sat down at his desk. “We’ll get out of here within the hour.”

      Gavin nodded and then headed for his office. Isaac glanced over at Pete, who was absorbing all he could from the new case file.

      “This is disgusting, Ike.” Pete sounded disheartened. “Five victims. One Black man, one Asian man, one middle-eastern woman, one Jewish woman, and one gay, Latino man. It’s like they purposely went out of their way to find a member of each demographic they don’t like, you know?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “What the hell is wrong with people, man?”

      Isaac drew in a deep breath and sighed before he replied. “I don’t know, partner. But I feel like I ask myself that question more and more these days.”

      “You and me both. And that video footage that Lieu was talking about? Grainy or not, that was hard to watch. Did you catch it?”

      “Unfortunately, I did. And Lieu’s right about something else. It has to stop. I want to get these assholes. I think that file says that Asian man was in his seventies?”

      Pete consulted the file. “Yep. Andrew Nakamora, aged seventy-one. Still in critical condition, along with the other two.”

      “I don’t give a damn what you believe in. Just keep your hands to yourself, you know? Nothing gives you the right to harm another person just because you don’t like the color of their skin, or who they pray to, or who they love. Just pisses me off.”

      “I’m right there with you, man.”

      “And now Rafael Garcia and Gamila Al Hadid have both died from the beatings these jerks gave them. Andrew Nakamora, and the other two are all still in critical condition. These guys deserve to be put under the prison, not in it.”

      Pete smirked at him. “Tell me how you really feel, partner.”

      “Don’t get me started. It’s way too early in the day to get fired up.”

      “I think it’s too late. And I’m ready whenever you are. Let’s go get this bastard.”

      They stood and headed for the stairwell. On the trek out to the unmarked cruiser, Isaac glanced over at Pete and smiled.

      “The countdown is on, man. How you feeling?”

      The smile that lit up Pete’s face was almost blinding. “Next Saturday can’t get here soon enough for me.”

      “Yeah? No cold feet yet?”

      “Nope.”

      “No second thoughts?”

      “Only thoughts of the future. I’m telling you, Ike, once I marry my girl and we make these adoptions final, life will be perfect.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you, man. I really am. Jada’s a good woman.”

      “Hell yeah, she is. Hey, don’t forget to do the final fitting for your tux by this Friday.”

      Isaac slid behind the wheel and buckled in. “I won’t forget. Sid has all the important wedding tasks all written out on a calendar at home. Final fittings, when to pick up my tux and her dress. Bachelor party, bridal shower, wedding rehearsal. The whole nine yards. She won’t let me forget a thing.”

      “That woman is way too good for you, you know that, right?”

      Isaac pushed air through his lips, making a raspberry sound. “Of course I know it. I thank my lucky stars for her every single day. I’m sure you do the same about Jada.”

      “You know it. Thanks again for taking part, man. Means a lot.”

      “Thanks for asking.”

      He and Sidney had been more than honored when Pete and Jada had asked them over dinner one night if they would each be a groomsman and bridesmaid in their upcoming wedding. It was something Isaac was happy to do for the man who had become one of his closest friends.

      That thought brought about a smile.

      He could remember a time, not that long ago, when he was suspicious and untrusting of Pete. At one time he’d even entertained the possibility of Pete being the department leak at the PD. But that had been back during the early days of their partnership when they’d barely known each other.

      A lot had changed in a year.

      They pulled up to the poorly kept house in the Tremont neighborhood and Isaac parked the unmarked cruiser.

      “Let’s go get him,” Isaac said, reaching for the door. They exited the car and approached the house.

      Without warning, gunfire erupted.

      Bullets flew at them from multiple directions.

      Isaac ducked, drawing his gun and searching for cover.

      Pwap!

      “Ugh.”

      It was a loud, stalled sound, like all the breath had been ripped from someone’s lungs.

      Pete went down an instant later.

      Isaac’s heart stopped.

      “Nooo! Pete!”

      Isaac scampered over to where his partner lay on the ground. A small pool of blood began to form at his side.

      “Pete?”

      Their eyes locked and Isaac’s gut seized.

      “Get these sons of bitches, Ike.”

      Pete’s labored words stirred something inside him. Like lighting a stick of dynamite. “You stay down. I’ll be right back.”

      Bullets still flying, Isaac ran to the small porch of the house.

      He raised his gun and shot the lock. The door flew open.

      Isaac burst inside.

      A guy turned from the front window and raised his gun.

      A flick of Isaac’s tingling right hand sent the man flying across the room and crashing into the wall head first.

      The man fell to the floor, out cold.

      Isaac was vaguely aware that at least one other guy had run out the back as he came in, but he couldn’t be concerned with that right now. He pulled out his portable radio.

      “This is Detective Ike Taylor, officer down at my location. I repeat, officer down. I need a bus now!”

      He rushed further inside the house, eyes scanning for more perps as he pulled out his cuffs and secured the man to a radiator pipe against the wall.

      Then he ran back outside.

      He knelt next to Pete and placed both his hands on the wound at his partner’s side, applying pressure.

      A glance at Pete’s face had him reeling.

      Pete’s normally light tan complexion was deathly pale. But his eyes fluttered open and connected with Isaac’s.

      “I apologize for making you have to touch me, man.” Pete’s voice was weak, but Isaac could see the hint of a smile. Even now, his partner was enjoying giving him a hard time.

      Isaac tried to grin. “Shut up and concentrate on not dying, okay?”

      “Did you see something, Ike? From touching me just now? Am I dying?”

      Isaac stared him in the eyes. “If you die, I’m going to kill you.”

      Pete smiled, trying to laugh. And Isaac said a silent prayer when the sirens he heard in the distance grew louder and suddenly came screeching to a halt on the street in front of him. A dozen police cruisers, and in the distance he could hear the ambulance.

      Uniformed officers leapt from cars and came rushing toward them.

      Still putting pressure on Pete’s wound, Isaac started barking orders.

      “I’ve got a perp cuffed to a radiator in the living room. Get him to the station and put him in the cage in 3. And start a canvas of the neighbors. I want any and all information on Jasper Duke and who his friends are.”

      The ambulance came to a stop in the middle of the street.

      “Help is here, Pete. And you’re getting married next weekend so don’t you dare die on me. Do you understand? Because I don’t want to have to explain that to Jada.”

      “Let me take over there, Detective,” one of the medics said as they rushed over. Isaac slipped out of the way and let them get to work.

      He stood by and watched — hands covered in blood and stomach coated in helplessness — as the paramedics got Pete stable enough to move. When they finally loaded Pete into the back of the ambulance Isaac sprinted over to the unmarked cruiser and flipped on his lights and sirens to follow.

      As they sped through traffic all he could think about was whether he should call Jada now or wait until he got to the hospital.
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      They sped through the streets, the blaring sirens only serving to amplify Isaac’s sense of helplessness.

      He followed the ambulance into the emergency bay and barely got the car into park before he leapt out and rushed inside behind the gurney. He could hear the paramedics rattling off their report to the attending doctors and nurses, but fear fogged over his brain. He couldn’t comprehend any of it.

      “We need to get him to an O.R. stat. And get me two units of O Neg, just in case. Let’s go, people!”

      The doctor moved to hurry after the team rushing Pete toward the elevators.

      “Wait! Doc, is my partner going to be okay?”

      The doctor turned and looked him in the eyes, and Isaac didn’t like what he saw in them.

      “We won’t know anything until we get him on the table, Detective. You might want to call his family. Just in case.”

      The doctor turned and rushed off and Isaac stood, rattled and in shock. He pulled out his cellphone, realizing again that his hands were still covered in Pete’s blood. He tried to clean them with the yellow bandana-style handkerchief he pulled from his pocket, but it was no use. He looked at his phone and sent a quick text.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ike:

      

      
        Pete’s been shot

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re at Cleveland Clinic main campus

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sidney:

      

      
        OMG

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m on my way

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Ike!”

      He looked up and saw Gavin Hayes rushing toward him. He wasn’t alone. Roger Beckett, the new Captain over the detective section, was hot on Gavin’s heels, as were a small army of other cops.

      “Lieu.”

      “Pete was shot?” Gavin sounded shocked.

      “Yes, sir. We’d just gotten out of the car and began approaching the suspect’s house. It was like they’d been lying in wait. Like they knew we’d come.”

      “You think it was an ambush, Sergeant?” Beckett sounded horrified at the prospect. “Like the anonymous tip was a set up?”

      Isaac stared at him for a second. “I hadn’t made that leap, sir, but it did feel like they were waiting for us.”

      “Well, how bad is it, Ike? What did the doctors say?” Gavin asked.

      “Said they won’t know anything until they get him in the O.R. Then they rushed him off to surgery. I need to call Pete’s fiancée. Excuse me.”

      He turned away and tried to focus on the cellphone in his hand.

      Shit.

      Were his hands shaking?

      He located the contact and tapped the screen. His heart ran a marathon while he listened to the phone ring.

      “Isaac?”

      He could hear the trepidation in Jada’s voice. It was like she already knew she wasn’t going to like whatever he was about to tell her.

      “Jada, Pete’s been shot.”

      Silence.

      For the longest time there was only silence on the other end of the line.

      “Jada?”

      “I heard you. Is he…”

      Her voice trailed off and Isaac rushed to fill the dead air.

      “He’s in surgery. The doctors took him straight to surgery and they’re doing all they can. But um… you and Julieta, you should probably come. Just so that you’re here when he gets out of surgery, you know?”

      Was he making any sense?

      Did he sound as scared as he felt?

      Because he didn’t want to sound scared right now. Not while he was talking to the woman Pete was set to marry next Saturday. He needed her to believe that Pete was going to be just fine.

      “I’ll send a car to come get you right now. That way you don’t have to worry about driving. Are you at work?”

      “Yes.”

      That one word held such tearful emotion, and it nearly sliced him open.

      “Okay. I’m sending a uniformed officer to come collect you. He’ll be there soon.”

      “Thank you, Ike.”

      The line went dead, and a pervasive cold settled into Isaac’s system. He quietly cleared his throat and pointed to one of the uniformed officers. He gave him the address of the doctor’s office where Jada worked and sent him on his way. Then he folded his arms over his chest in an attempt to battle the cold.
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        * * *

      

      Jada Lopez stood in the middle of the reception area of the gynecologist office where she worked as head nurse and office manager.

      She couldn’t move.

      She could barely breathe.

      Pete had been shot.

      He was in an operating room right now, possibly fighting for his life and she couldn’t make her body move forward.

      You heard people talk about it. And it had to be a medical myth, not something that really happened. It was a cliché to be paralyzed with fear, wasn’t it?

      But when it actually happened to you it was no longer a cliché. Medical myth or not, Jada was frozen with fear.

      Paralyzed.

      She couldn’t even say for sure that her heart was still beating.

      “Jada? Sweetie you okay?” Gloria, one of her fellow nurses asked as she brushed past her to put away a few patient files.

      “Oh, my God, Jada you’re shaking,” Bethany, their receptionist, chimed in. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? Can you speak?”

      “Dr. Bailey!” Gloria called out as she helped Jada to sit down.

      Dr. Bailey came running out from the back office. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Something’s wrong with Jada. I think she may be having a stroke or something.”

      “Jada?” Dr. Bailey knelt down in front of her and took both of her hands. Her tone was full of concern. “Can you talk to me?”

      “Pete’s been shot.” It was all she could get out, and the girls around her exploded with exclamations and questions. Questions she wasn’t equipped to even begin to answer.

      “All right, all right. Everyone calm down,” Dr. Bailey gestured with her hands and then patted Jada’s knee. “Jada, honey. Tell us what’s going on.”

      “That was my fiancé’s partner. He said Pete’s been shot.”

      “Okay, and did he say anything else? What’s Pete’s condition?”

      Jada shook her head. “No. He doesn’t know. They’ve taken Pete straight to surgery. He doesn’t know anything more.”

      Oh, God. Pete had been shot.

      Jada burst into tears, her sobs sounding like huge waves of sorrow even to her own ears. But she couldn’t figure out how to make them stop.

      An image of Charlie and Mateo laughing and joking around with Pete sprang to her mind’s eye.

      “I can’t fall apart,” she whispered. She sat up straight and wiped her tears. Her voice was more forceful when she repeated, “I can’t fall apart. I have to be strong for our boys. And I’ve got to go. I have to get to the hospital.”

      She stood and began gathering her things.

      “Oh Jada, I don’t think you should be driving right now,” Bethany said.

      The front door opened and a uniformed officer stepped into the waiting area.

      “I don’t have to drive,” Jada stated.

      “Ms. Lopez?” the cop asked.

      “Yes, that’s me.” She accepted hugs and offers to pray for Pete and her family from Dr. Bailey and the rest of her coworkers as she rushed out of the building. She slid into the passenger seat of the marked cruiser and looked at the officer.

      “Pete’s mom. I have to tell her. Can we stop there?”

      “Yes, ma’am. You just tell me where.”
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      An hour later, Isaac glanced around the waiting room and saw nothing but cops. There were a handful of uniformed officers milling about, but mostly the place was packed with detectives. It was like the entire detectives section had relocated for the day. Isaac spotted detectives from every corner of the fourth floor — homicide, violent crimes, cyber crimes,  burglary, narcotics. Even fraud.

      Everyone liked Pete, and they were all here to show their support.

      The doors whooshed  open and Sidney hurried inside and into his arms.

      The instant his arms closed around her that pervasive cold he’d felt from the moment Pete was shot finally began to ebb away, and Isaac stood for a moment letting it leach into his system.

      “Baby what happened?”

      “We were approaching the house of a suspect and they just opened fire out the windows.”

      “Oh, my God. Is Pete going to be okay?”

      “We don’t know. He’s still in surgery and no one’s come out yet to tell us anything. But I wanted you here for Jada.” He glanced over to where Jada sat in a corner of the waiting room with Pete’s mother. They were holding hands and it looked as if Julieta was quietly praying. “I figured she might need a friend right now.”

      Sidney looked at the two women for a moment, compassion for her friends playing out across her beautiful face. Then she turned back to Isaac and placed her palm flat against his cheek. It was a gesture that he relished and found great comfort in. Her touch was like a balm. He took what felt like the purest, deepest breath he’d been able to draw since the first shots rang out.

      Sidney smiled at him and then she turned and headed for Jada and Julieta.

      Isaac shivered when she walked away, as if she’d taken all the warmth with her.

      The clock seemed to tick by in excruciatingly slow increments. One hour drifted into two.

      And then three.

      Now seated in an uncomfortable chair in the corner near Pete’s family, Isaac took hold of Sidney’s hand. She squeezed his, and he leaned over and kissed her temple.

      “I’m glad you’re here, darlin’.”

      Sidney rubbed the back of his hand with her free one. “Where else would I be, baby?”

      Isaac opened his mouth to respond when a doctor wearing scrubs and a surgical cap entered their midsts.

      All the cops closed in.

      “Okay, I know you’re all Detective Vega’s blue family, and I respect that. But is his blood family here?”

      “Yes!”

      “We’re here.”

      Jada and Julieta answered at once.

      The doctor turned toward them and came closer.

      All the cops did the same.

      “Pete is currently stable and I have every reason to believe that he’s going to make a full recovery.”

      A collective sigh of relief went around the whole waiting area, and Isaac was suddenly flooded with gratitude.

      “The bullet penetrated the right side of his abdomen and went clean through. We did minor exploratory surgery — which is why it took so long. We were hunting for bullet fragments that could possibly wreak havoc at a later date. But we’re confident that we got everything, okay?”

      Julieta nodded, while Jada stared wide-eyed.

      “We did place a drain tube to try and keep fluid from building up at the wound site,” the doctor continued. “We’ll monitor that over the next day or two. Now, Pete lost a lot of blood, and we did give him two units of blood during surgery, but by some minor miracle nothing vital was hit by the bullet.”

      “That’s incredible,” Isaac mumbled.

      “Yes, it is,” the doctor agreed. “He’s a very lucky man. Just a couple of centimeters to the left and the bullet might have nicked his intestines or even possibly punctured his right kidney. But, thankfully, none of that happened. I’d say someone was definitely looking out for him today.”

      “Ay, gracias Padre Dios.” Julieta called out.

      “Oh, my God. Can I see him?” Jada asked, wiping tears.

      “He’s still in recovery right now. But as soon as we get him into a room we’ll come get you, okay?”

      “Thank you. Thank you so much!” Jada launched herself into the doctor’s arms.

      “Yes, thank you, Doctor.” Gavin sounded as relieved as Isaac felt.

      Pete was going to make it. Now, Isaac could get on with nailing the bastard who shot him, and catching his two cohorts.
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        * * *

      

      The waiting room immediately began to empty out once news that Pete would make a full recovery began making the rounds. Sidney sat next to Jada and looked around at all the relieved faces.

      Isaac was standing nearby talking to his lieutenant and another man she didn’t know but recognized as someone in a position of authority. Ike’s entire demeanor had changed the instant the doctor told them the good news. Sidney had felt it. It was like his whole body had let out a deeply held breath.

      She got it.

      The bond between partners was a strong one, and she knew that Ike had come to not only depend on Pete, but also to respect and admire him. In truth — not that she thought Ike would ever admit to it — he was fond of Pete.

      Somewhere over the last year that they’d been partnered up, they had become friends. Close friends. She would even say the best of friends. And Sidney knew that for Ike, that sort of thing didn’t happen everyday.

      He glanced over and caught her eye, and Sidney smiled at him.

      He returned her smile with a covert wink.

      God, what would she have done if he’d been the one shot today?

      Shame pooled in her belly and she looked over at Jada. How could she think such a thing while her friend was so worried?

      “You okay, hon?” she asked Jada.

      Jada looked pale, her eyes red and puffy from the tears. She nodded. “I just can’t believe this has happened. When Ike called me I was so scared. All that kept going through my mind was memories of the day those Army guys showed up at the house to tell me that Carlos was dead. Charlie was a baby and I was holding him on my hip. I just remember hitting the floor and rocking my baby boy in my arms.”

      Her voice broke and the tears came again.

      Julieta took Jada’s hand, and Sidney reached for the other one.

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Jada.” Sidney held on to her hand, rubbing the back of it. “But this situation isn’t anything like that one. Pete is going to be just fine.”

      “Es verdad, mija,” Julieta chimed in. And Sidney didn’t need a translator to understand that phrase. It’s true, daughter. “The doctor said Pedro will make a complete recovery. My boy is strong. And he knows that he has so much to live for.”

      Julieta patted her hand, and Jada smiled at her future mother-in-law. But Sidney could see that Jada was still very upset.

      Several moments later when Julieta excused herself and ventured off to the bathroom, Jada turned to Sidney.

      “How do you do it, Sid?”

      “Do what, sweetie?”

      “How do you stay so calm everyday knowing that Ike is out there chasing bad guys and anything can happen? How do you build a life with a man who has such a dangerous job?”

      Jada sat wiping tears and fidgeting with the tissues in her hand, and Sidney stared at her for a long moment.

      “I know that the danger is there, Jada. And I know that there are a lot of crazy people out there. But I also know that Ike is a good cop. He’s a great detective. And sometimes he’s all that some desperate person out there has. He’s their only hope. I know that because he was my only hope when I was the desperate one. So, I know firsthand that the danger exists, but I can’t dwell on that danger. Instead… I focus on the man that I love. The man underneath the badge. Because that man has a hard, thankless job, and it’s up to me to give him a soft place to land. A safe place away from all that danger and crime. That’s how I do it.”

      Jada stared at her and shook her head. “I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t want to lose him again.”

      “Again?” Sidney could hear the concern creep into her own voice.

      “I can’t go through that again, Sidney.”

      “Jada, Pete is not Carlos. You—”

      “There’s a beverage station near the bathrooms, mija,” Julieta said as she returned. “Can I get you some nice soothing tea?”

      “No, thank you Julieta.”

      Julieta sat back down, and Sidney wanted to resume their troubling conversation, but she had a feeling this wasn’t the time or place.

      “Is there anything that I can do for either of you?” Sidney asked, a sad sense of helplessness seeping in. She knew there was nothing she could do to make this all right for her friend. “Anything at all. I can go pick up the boys from school and take them back home with me and Ike tonight. That way you two won’t have to worry about anything.”

      Jada smiled at her. “Thank you, Sid. I appreciate the offer, but I already called my mom and told her what’s going on. She’s going to get the boys from school since she’s on their approved adult list for pick ups.”

      “Okay. Well my offer still stands if you need some help with the boys. And if you need anything, even if it’s just to talk, please don’t hesitate to call me, Jada. Anytime.”

      She gave Jada a pointed look because she was worried about her friend’s state of mind.

      “All right. I’m going to go back to work now, but if you need me—”

      “I know. Thank you, Sidney. Truly.”

      Sidney hugged both of them and then went to find her husband. He was standing near the the elevators still talking to his superiors.

      “Excuse me.” Sidney slipped in close to him and Isaac wrapped his arm around her.

      “Hey, darlin’. How are Jada and Señora Vega doing?”

      “As well as can be expected. They’re both a lot better now that we know Pete’s going to be okay, but…” She let that sentence dangle and glanced back at Jada.

      “But what?” Ike looked concerned.

      “I’m just a little worried about Jada. I think this incident has reopened some old wounds for her.”

      “Mmm.” Ike nodded. “I didn’t even think about that.”

      “I think she might be having trouble separating the two.”

      “That’s rough.”

      “Yeah. Well, listen, now that Pete’s out of surgery I’m going to go back to work. Unless you need me to stay?”

      “Well, you know I always want you close by. But no, I don’t guess it’s necessary for you to stay.”

      She looked him over. His dress shirt was covered in drying blood.

      “Why don’t I run home and bring you a clean shirt?”

      “Oh. You don’t have to do that. I have a spare shirt in my locker at work.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

      “Well toss that one when you take it off, okay? I’ll see you at home.”

      “About that,” Isaac seemed to hesitate a split second. “I don’t have any idea how long I’ll be tonight. A cop was shot today. That usually means all hands on deck and some guaranteed overtime to find the shooter.”

      Sidney nodded. “I get it. Just keep me posted okay.”

      “All right. I love you.”

      “I love you back. Stay safe, baby.”

      He kissed her lips, and then Sidney left him to his job.
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        * * *

      

      Jada fidgeted with the tissues in her hand. Then she tossed them into the small wastebasket situated nearby.

      She hated waiting. Waiting always gave you way too much time to think. Too much time to replay old memories that get stored deep in the dark recesses of the heart.

      “Family for Pete Vega?”

      The nurse smiled at them and Jada and Julieta got to their feet.

      “Yes, that’s us,” Julieta’s voice was eager.

      “I’ll take you up to see him now.”

      They followed her over to the elevators, and Jada fought hard to push the fog from her head. Fought to keep it from pulling her under. She felt like she was sleepwalking. Functioning and going through the motions without really being present. Like her life was happening to someone else while she was trapped on the sidelines, watching helplessly.

      “So are you a nurse?”

      Jada heard the question, but it took a few seconds to register in her mind. She stepped into the elevator trying to make herself focus on the nurse asking the polite question.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “The scrubs and name tag.” The nurse gestured to Jada’s attire and Jada glanced down at her pale pink scrubs and matching jacket.

      “Oh. Yes, um… nurse and office manager at the Women’s Health Clinic. Dr. Linda Bailey.”

      “Oh, sure, I’ve heard good things about her. You like working there?”

      “She’s a great doctor. Really good to work for.”

      “Good.” The elevator doors opened and the chatty nurse led them through the hallways.

      “How long will Pedro have to stay here?” Julieta asked.

      “Now, I don’t know for sure, but I’d imagine it would probably be at least a day or two because they’d want to make sure the drainage tube is working and that those fluids wicking away are running clear.”

      The nurse stopped outside a closed door and gestured toward it. “You can go on in now. If you need anything I’ll be at the nurses station.”

      “Thank you,” Julieta pushed open the door and hurried inside.

      Jada took slow, measured steps, almost dreading going in. She wasn’t certain what she was expecting to see, but what she got wasn’t it.

      Pete was awake. His skin was pale, and he looked worn out, but he was awake and alert. His dark brown eyes sparkled to life when he saw them.

      “Hey. Quien te dejo entrar aquí?”

      Who let you in here? He was awake and alert and joking with them. And the relief in Jada’s belly bubbled and grew, like the fizz of a soda pop. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      She stood against the wall across from the hospital bed and watched as Julieta hugged her son.

      “Oh, mijo! Estaba tan asustada y preocupada. Estoy tan feliz de que estés bien.”

      Julieta talked a marathon, expressing her fear and her worry, and her relief that Pete was okay. And all the while Jada stared at him. Looking at the man she loved, sitting there alive, and awake, and alert and alive.

      Pete was alive.

      The painful ache in her chest that she hadn’t acknowledged until this very moment suddenly evaporated.

      “What are you doing hugging the wall, gorgeous?” Pete smiled at her and held out his hand.

      The sound of his voice shook loose something inside her, turning on the tears again. Jada wiped her face with trembling fingers and stepped closer to the bed. She took his offered hand and leaned over to kiss him.

      One of her tears hit his cheek.

      “Hey.” He caressed her face. “You okay?”

      “I should be asking you that.” Her voice was tearful, and Pete wiped her cheek with his thumb. “How do you feel?”

      Pete appeared to think about that for a second. “Kinda hungry.”

      Julieta laughed out loud. “Sí, he’s going to be fine.”

      “Oh, honestly.” Jada pretended to be exasperated with him, but the fact that he was hungry was a very good sign. “You just got shot, you’ve been in surgery for over three hours, and you’re hungry?”

      Pete grinned. “Well, my side does hurt like a son of a bitch, but yeah… I could eat.”

      “You should sleep.”

      Pete nodded. “Yeah, I could probably do that too.”

      Jada stared at him for a long time, just taking in the fact that he was really alive. He was okay. She reached out and ran her fingers through his hair.

      “I’m going to wait out here and give you two a little time alone.” Julieta kissed Pete on the cheek and then quietly left the room.

      When they were alone Jada began straightening the room, fidgeting and avoiding direct eye contact.

      “Hey. You sure you’re okay, cariña? You seem troubled.”

      Jada turned to look at him and he patted the side of his bed, indicating for her to sit down. She sighed and walked over to the bed. Then she sat down, facing him.

      “Talk to me, Jada,” Pete said, taking her hand again. “Tell me what’s going on in there.” He pointed to her heart.

      Jada hesitated for a few seconds. “I was so scared when Ike called me. The whole thing just brought up some painful memories.”

      “I am so sorry, sweetheart. I can’t even begin to imagine how scared you must’ve been. But surely Ike told you I was going to be okay, didn’t he?”

      Jada shook her head. “No. He couldn’t. At that time you had just gone into surgery and the doctors didn’t know. All Ike told me was that I should get here. He sent a patrol car for me and your mom.”

      Pete sighed. “I’m so sorry I worried you both.”

      Jada nodded, but her mind was already preoccupied with something else. Something he probably didn’t want to hear. Something she definitely didn’t want to say.

      “Pete, I don’t know if I can do this again.”

      “Do what, Jada?”

      She could hear the fear and trepidation creep into his voice. She felt those same spiders creep into her heart too.

      “I don’t know if I can marry another man who has such a dangerous job. It’s… it’s too stressful. It’s too… terrifying.”

      The tears came again, springing to her eyes in a silent sob.

      “What? No. Jada, today was not a typical day. Okay, stuff like that does not happen all the time. I’m not out on the street like a patrolman anymore, I’m a detective. Mostly my job is sitting at a desk going through people’s financial records and social media footprints. The danger is minimal.”

      Jada shook her head. “It happens often enough.”

      “Jada… I am not Carlos, all right? And this job… contrary to what the news media and the TV cop shows tell you… this job is not a war zone.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      They stared at each other for the longest time, and Jada got the feeling he was searching for the right words that would finally persuade her. But there were none.

      “Jada… our wedding is a week and a half away. We’ve got adoptions of the boys in the works. What exactly are you saying here?”

      “I don’t know.” Jada shook her head again, confusion and sorrow beginning to mingle in her heart and mind. “I don’t know. I need to think.”

      She stood and moved toward the door.

      “Jada?”

      She kept moving.

      “Jada, wait!”

      She walked out of the room and just kept walking.
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      Isaac stood in the emergency room waiting area with his arms folded across his chest, listening to his lieutenant and his captain talking about the upcoming press conference.

      “The chief wants you in front of the podium in half an hour, Hayes. A cop was shot in connection with this outrageous hate crime spree, and the press is salivating, as you can imagine.” Captain Beckett’s tone was no-nonsense and his gaze was steady.

      “Yes, sir. I will be there.”

      Beckett directed a curt nod their way and headed for the doors.

      When he was gone, Gavin looked at Isaac and asked, “What are your thoughts on our brand new Captain?”

      Beckett was the man who’d been hired for the Chief of Detectives position after Gavin turned the job down. Beckett had only been in the position about a week.

      “Honestly, it’s too soon to tell,” Isaac looked at his boss. “He can’t be better at the job than you would’ve been though.”

      Gavin stared at him. “Thanks for saying so, but I made my choice and I don’t regret it. Keeping the homicide unit in top condition was my priority.”

      Isaac nodded. “What do you think of him, sir?”

      Gavin hesitated. “Too soon to tell.”

      “He’s right about the press. They probably are salivating over this shooting. Especially since Pete happens to be a cop of color.” Isaac rubbed a hand over the stubble at his chin, suddenly bone tired. But it was only just past noon.

      “I know. And by rights you should be at that podium with me since you were on the scene. But I’ll spare you that since your partner took a bullet.”

      “I’m grateful to be spared.”

      Gavin grunted. “You know, maybe now is not the best time for me to be leaving town. Maybe I should let Gerri go to her family gathering without me and stay here to deal with all of this.”

      The look on his face was sincere enough, but Isaac knew a snow job when he heard one.

      “All of what, Lieu? I’ve got this. You heard the doctor. He said that Pete is going to make a full recovery. He’s just going to need a little while to recuperate. And he was going to be off anyway for his honeymoon coming up, so he’ll get an extra week or so. And as far as me being in charge while you’re gone, it’ll only be three days. I’ll have Captain Beckett to turn to if I need any help.”

      Gavin didn’t look happy, but Isaac knew he couldn’t refute his argument.

      “And besides,” Isaac continued. “You’re going to Atlanta to celebrate your girlfriend’s grandmother’s 85th birthday. You told me yourself Gerri’s been looking forward to introducing you to the rest of her family. We both know she will be very upset if you back out now. Don’t make life harder for yourself.”

      Isaac could see Gavin thinking about that last point. As far as he knew, things were going great between his boss and the lovely former homicide detective. Gerri was thriving in her new role in the Special Victims division of Violent Crimes, and their relationship was more than working.

      “Yeah, all right.” Gavin’s tone was grudging. “But I want you to call me if you run into any problems while I’m away. I’ll have my cell with me at all times.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I mean it, Ike.” Gavin pointed a finger at him. “Feel free to call anytime if you need advice or instruction or—”

      “I got it, Lieu. I promise, I will call if I need you.”

      Gavin’s lips twisted into a now-you’re-just-trying-to-shut-me-up smirk, and Isaac smiled. But his attention was snagged by the sight of Pete’s mom and Jada exiting the elevator.

      “Oh, excuse me for a second, Lieu.”

      He hurried over to them. “Jada. Señora Vega?”

      The two women stopped and turned around, and Isaac’s stomach suddenly seized.

      “Um… I uh…”

      His voice trailed off. How did he say all the things that were on his heart? That he was sorry Pete was shot. That it was all his fault. That he messed up.

      “I just wanted to tell you both that if there’s anything you all need while Pete is recuperating, just give me a call, okay? Night or day. Whatever you need. Sidney and I are here for you. I’m here for you.”

      Without warning, Julieta attacked him with a bear hug around his middle.

      Isaac froze.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t do that, ma’am. I’m all bloody.”

      “Todo está bien.” Julieta let go of him and patted a hand against his chest. “Gracias, Isaac. You’re a good boy.”

      Isaac grinned at her.

      “Thanks, Ike. It’s very kind of you,” Jada said. “We’re going down to the cafeteria. Pete’s in 3119 if you want to go see him.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      They walked off and Isaac turned back to Gavin. “I’m going to go see my partner now.”

      Gavin nodded. “And I’ve got a press conference to get to. I expect to see you back at the precinct within the hour, Sergeant.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell Pete I was here.”

      “Will do.”

      Gavin headed out and Isaac stepped into the elevator. When he got to Pete’s room the door was mostly closed, and he wondered if he should even go in. But he pushed it open and stepped inside.

      The room was quiet and Pete’s eyes were closed. Isaac dropped his head and said another silent prayer of gratitude. Then moved toward the door.

      “It’s okay. I’m not sleeping.”

      Isaac grinned at him. Pete looked pale, but his color was much better than it had been before the ambulance got to them. Isaac raised his hands, fingers spread.

      “I’ve washed them twice, but I can’t seem to get rid of your blood staining my hands.”

      Pete grinned. “I knew you were going to give me grief about that somehow.”

      Isaac pulled over a chair and sat down.

      “Did you get him?” Pete asked.

      “Yeah. We got him. He’s in a holding cell back at the precinct. At least one other ran out the back when I went through the front though. I’m guessing it was one of the other two from the video footage on the news. And there’s now some speculation as to whether the anonymous tip might’ve been a set up.”

      “A set up?”

      Isaac silently nodded, and he could see Pete’s mind working.

      “Because it seemed like someone inside that house was watching out for cops? The way they shot at us as soon as we started toward the place?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Hmm. Was that your theory?”

      “It wasn’t, but I think it’s possible.”

      Pete laid his head back on the pillow. “Thanks for getting me help so quickly, partner.”

      “What? You think I was going to let my sidekick bleed to death at my feet? What kind of superhero would that make me?”

      “A truly bad one,” Pete grinned. “So what do we know from this Duke guy? Has he given up the names of his cohorts?”

      “I haven’t questioned him yet. I’ve been here waiting for you to get out of surgery. Me and about
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