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PART ONE










CHAPTER ONE










Stafford Allen Ray squinted his right eye shut and peered through the scope with his left. At first, he saw only rough, red brick and the piercing reflection of the autumn sun on tinted windows. He adjusted his aim downward and to the left, and the building’s heavy metal front door came into focus. He turned the magnification ring counterclockwise to broaden the view until he could read the inscription on the door: “Safe Haven Family Planning.” Perfect.

He lowered the rifle a moment. At this distance, about 500 feet, he could make out distinct figures and objects in front of the clinic: two wooden benches, five or six feet wide, one on each side of the door. Azaleas, long since out of bloom, lined the sidewalk in front. Four parking spaces, two empty, the others occupied by SUVs. No people yet in sight.

The angle, the view, and the time of day all satisfied him. Assuming good weather, the afternoon sun behind him would shroud his face in shadow if anyone looked his way, and cast his targets in a favorable light. His rooftop perch on the six-story building across the street from the clinic afforded a clear shot to any target of his choosing.

A third vehicle approached and pulled into one of the two vacant spaces. A new “customer.” Like the others, a potential baby killer. Fury boiled inside him.

He closed his eyes, inhaled a deep, calming breath. He couldn’t let anger cloud his judgment. That would introduce the risk of failure. Another failure. The first in service to his country, resulting in his dishonorable discharge.

He would not fail in service to humanity.

He peered back through the scope. All three of the cars bore Connecticut license plates. From the third vehicle, a woman opened the driver’s side door and stepped out. Not pretty, not ugly. A Becky, not a Stacy.

At first glance, she didn’t appear pregnant. But she might still be in her first or even early second trimester. The fact that no man emerged from the car with her told him that she, like so many murderous would-be mothers, had excluded the father of the baby from her impending decision. She, and only she, would decide whether to kill the innocent child growing in her womb.

Correction. She, and her abortionist doctor, hiding safely inside the brick fortress.

He focused his aim on her, adjusting his magnification ring clockwise until she filled his view. She fussed with something in her purse, holding open the car door, and the breeze swept her long blonde hair in front of her face. He guided the scope downward, analyzing her shape. Curvy and busty, in the way women get when their body responds to the responsibility of hosting another human being. Her loose blouse, ruffling in the slight breeze, could hide an early-stage baby bump with ease. Her jeans stretched tight over wide, baby-bearing hips. Low-heeled sandals revealed swollen feet and ankles.

Conclusion: pregnant, three to four months along. Her body had expanded faster than her clothes-shopping habit could keep up. Definitely someone contemplating becoming a customer of the baby-killing factory down below.

She shut the car door and walked toward the door. He followed her in his scope, counting the seconds between her vehicle and the building. Eight, maybe nine seconds, with her brisk gait. A slower walker, someone farther along in their pregnancy, might take twice as long. This one, probably still in the first trimester.

She paused at the door, her head down, as if praying. She remained still as he centered his aim on the middle of her back. He steadied his breathing, recalling his training. He inhaled, exhaled, readied his trigger finger. Inhaled another breath, then exhaled, then held it. Squeezed the trigger.

Click.

A perfect kill shot. A would-be murderer, denied.

Or would be, when the moment came, when he returned with ammunition loaded into the rifle’s magazine.

He drew another deep breath and lowered the weapon. A good practice run. He hadn’t flinched, his hands remained steady, his aim true. He’d found the right clinic, the right time of day, the right vantage point. He had a few things left to figure out, and how to escape undetected topped the list. But those details would come, and soon. After that, he would review his plan with his mentor, get the green light, and push forward with God’s work.

Today’s work was done.







Officer Valorie Dawes waved her partner over to her workspace from his desk, whose front edge abutted hers in the bullpen of the Women’s Anti-Violence Emergency Squad. The WAVE Squad, as everyone called it in the Clayton, Connecticut Police Department, specialized in investigating violent crimes against women. Today, eight days after Labor Day, was unusually slow in that area of illegal activity. That enabled Val and her senior partner, Detective Robert “Bobby” Grimes, to catch up on some backlogged cases.

“This one looks interesting,” Val said, pointing to her screen once Grimes sat next to her. “A series of drive-by harassments at women-owned businesses downtown, complete with rock throwing and misogynistic graffiti.”

“Oh, why do we get all the big cases?” Sarcasm dripped from Grimes’s voice. “I might need another cuppa Joe for this one.” He stood and stretched, mopping a paper napkin over his sweaty, balding pate. With his other hand, he patted his bulging belly, an unconscious habit whenever anyone mentioned food or drink—including him.

Before he could take a step, the door to the WAVE Squad office opened. Val glanced up from her computer screen and stayed her partner with a hand on his arm. “Incoming,” she said in a low voice.

The woman who pushed open the door, a tall, well-dressed Black woman in her forties, glanced around the room, clutching her camel-toned Coach purse. Diamond earrings and a matching necklace dazzled against her smooth, dark brown skin. “I’m looking for Detective Robert Grimes,” she announced in a commanding tone. Her intense gaze settled on Val’s partner. “Is that you?”

“Guilty as charged,” Grimes said. “How can I help you?”

“I’m here to report a crime,” the woman said. “My name is Veronica Carlton. I own the VeroniCare family of companies. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”

Grimes shot Val a blank look, her cue to chime in.

“Of course we have.” Val stood and extended a handshake. “Welcome, Ms. Carlton. I’m Officer Valorie Dawes. What is the crime—”

“The Valorie Dawes?” Carlton’s eyebrows rose. She straightened and accepted Val’s handshake, then strutted over to a chair opposite Val’s desk. “The daughter of Detective Valentin Dawes?”

Surprise paused Val’s response for a moment. “Valentin was my uncle. You knew him?”

“He saved my life ten years ago,” Carlton said. “On the day he…I’m sorry, this must be a difficult topic for you.”

Val’s breath caught at the surprise reference to the day a shopping mall mass shooter ended her beloved uncle’s life, and she struggled to find words to respond. She blinked at her partner, hopeful.

“He saved many lives that day,” Grimes said, picking up on Val’s silent cue. “Please, sit down, and tell us what brought you in here today.”

“Thank you.” Carlton sat and smoothed her knee-length navy skirt and unbuttoned its matching jacket. “My business is under attack. Cyberattack, to be precise.”

Val and Grimes exchanged glances. Reported cybercrime had escalated in recent years, topping three million cases in 2018, and all projections indicated more in 2019, the current year. That was all Val knew about the topic. Not enough to take on a case of that type.

Grimes continued to take the lead. “I’m sorry, that’s a little outside our mandate,” he said. “I’m happy to take a report from you, but it’s almost certainly going to be referred to our Cybercrimes Unit downstairs.”

“Isn’t this the Women’s Anti-Crime Unit?” Carlton’s voice rose.

“Women’s Anti-Violence Emergency Squad, to be precise,” Grimes said. “Our focus is on violent crimes against women. Emphasis on violent.”

“Well, I’m being targeted because I’m a woman,” Carlton said with triumph in her voice. “And I believe the attacks will soon become violent.”

“What is the nature of the attack right now?” Val said, jumping in before Grimes could discourage her further. “Please give us as much detail as you can.” She opened an incident report form on her computer and began typing.

“They’ve shut down my website multiple times,” Carlton said. “And they issued threats of physical harm against myself and my employees.”

“Such as?” Val typed as fast as she could to keep up.

“The most recent attack replaced our home page with threats to ‘terminate’ me, my employees, and my business if we don’t, quote, ‘change our evil ways,’ unquote.” Carlton sneered at Grimes. “Is that violent enough for you?”

“What ‘evil ways’ might they be referring to?” Grimes asked, unruffled.

Carlton sniffed, holding her chin high. “My company is proud of its support of a women’s right to choose. Reproductive health care has long been a benefit offered to all our employees, and we donate a portion of our profits every year to nonprofit agencies that protect women’s health.”

“Ah,” Grimes said. “Did you get that, Dawes?”

Val nodded, still typing. “How many times has this occurred, and when?”

“The latest incident happened yesterday,” Carlton said. “My IT staff restored our site from backups, but I fear they’ll attack again in the next few days. This is the fourth or fifth time, all within the last two months, and the time between attacks gets shorter with each instance.”

“Did your staff trace any of these attacks back to their source?” Grimes asked.

Carlton shook her head. “I’m afraid their specialty is simply to make it run again so we can book clients. Not investigative work. Which is why I came to you, Detective.”

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Grimes said, “how did you choose me out of all the detectives in our department?”

Carlton sniffed again. “Aren’t you the one that cracked that big cybercurrency fraud case last year?”

“I led the investigation, but I had a lot of help. Anyway, cryptocurrency is a very different animal—”

“Nonsense,” she said. “Cyber is cyber. Besides, I have a few friends in the department, so I asked around. Kevin told me to check with Lieutenant Gibson and Captain Feeley.”

Val’s eyebrows rose. “Kevin,” she guessed, referred to Chief of Police Kevin McMahon. The woman truly had connections.

“They both spoke very highly of you,” Carlton went on. “And, again, it’s a crime against women. Now, here’s my card. Call the main number and ask for the IT department. My top IT staff are free all afternoon, and they’re expecting your call.”

Grimes rolled his eyes and cleared his throat. “All due respect, Mrs. Carlton—”

“Ms. Carlton, thank you.”

Grimes took a breath, nodded. “Ms. Carlton. It’s after three o’clock, and my plate is rather full right now. How about if Ms. Dawes rounds up our best IT folks and give your staff a call in the morning?”

Val shot Grimes a withering stare, which he ignored. Less than five minutes earlier, Grimes complained that he had nothing to do. Yet he wanted to dump this case—a dog, by all indications—on her? Jerk.

“Excuse me, Detective.” Carlton leaned forward and grabbed Grimes by the forearm. “Time is rather of the essence, given the nature of these threats. Officer Dawes is, I’m sure, a fine officer, like her uncle. But I won’t allow you to shunt my case off to a rookie when I specifically requested the best detective on the force for my case.”

“Respectfully, Ms. Carlton,” Grimes said, “Officer Dawes is no wet-behind-the-ears rookie. She celebrated a full year on the force last week and broke several high-profile cases for us in a very short time—”

“I see.” Carlton stood and spoke into her phone. “Call Kevin McMahon’s cell.” She strode to the door.

“Ms. Carlton,” Grimes said, rushing after her. “Please understand. Even if I wanted to take your case—and I don’t mean to suggest—”

“Excuse me.” Carlton raised her hand, held her cell phone to her ear, and smiled. “Why, hello, Chief,” she said into the receiver. “I’m up in your Women’s Crime office upstairs. Yes, the WAVE Squad. No, I’m afraid not. That’s why I—well, of course. Hold on.” She handed Grimes the phone. “Your boss would like a word.”

Grimes held the receiver to his ear. “Grimes here…Yes, we’ve discussed her case. Yes. Uh-huh. Well, as I explained, it’s really a matter for the cyber—Yes, sir. I understand, but Sergeant Petroni—oh. Right. Okay, then.” He hung up and handed the phone back to Carlton.

“When should I expect you over at VeroniCare’s offices?” Carlton said.

Grimes sighed. “We’ll be there in an hour.”

Carlton sniffed, stood, and grabbed her purse off the table. “I have appointments until noon. I’ll see you at one o’clock. Good day, Detective.”







Val pulled Grimes aside when they reached the Clayton Police Headquarters lobby. “Bobby,” she said, “we should bring Shelby Clearwater with us from IT. She’s the best when it comes to network security. If anyone knows cybercrime, it’s her.”

“Good thinking,” Grimes said. “You get the car. I’ll go talk to her boss.”

Val retrieved their police cruiser from the secure parking lot and waited for Grimes in a loading zone out front. The cruiser soon fell into shadow as the sun sank low over the high-rises, and a breeze from the Torrington River cooled the afternoon air. She lowered the windows halfway and let the occasional radio chatter between Dispatch and field units entertain her. A slow September day, crime-wise, in Clayton.

Her personal cell chimed while she waited, a text from her long-time friend and former roommate Beth. The two hadn’t spoken much since Val moved out of their shared apartment a little over two months before, so the text surprised Val a bit. She read the message: Miss you. Got time to catch up soon?

Val responded: Drinks at the Clay Pigeon after work? I get off at 6, so, how’s 6:15?

After a long pause, Beth replied: Dinner at the Pigeon sounds divine.

Val noticed the shift from drinks to dinner. With Beth, drinks meant catching up and hanging out for fun girl talk. Dinner signaled to her that Beth had something specific in mind to discuss. Something serious, like a new job or, God forbid, another engagement ring. Beth fell in and out of love faster than Val changed underwear, it seemed.

Perfect, she responded. See you then.

Moments later, Grimes emerged from the building, accompanied by a stocky, thirty-ish woman with olive skin and spiky black hair, dressed in black jeans and a form-fitting shirt that accentuated her busty but slender figure. Shelby grinned when Val waved to them and hustled to beat Grimes to the car. “Shotgun!” she called to him over her shoulder. She jumped into the passenger seat and head-hugged Val. “So good to see you, girl!”

“You, too.” Val shook off Shelby’s rough embrace. “I’m glad your boss is cool with this.”

“I didn’t ask my boss.” Shelby laughed. “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

“Move your ass out of that front seat,” Grimes said, huffing up to the car. “Staff rides in the back.”

Shelby scoffed. “That’s bullshit. But hey, if you’d rather follow stupid rules, I can go back and wait for my boss’s meeting with the captain to end so I can ask permission—”

“Fine.” Grimes slid into the back seat and buckled in. “You know where we’re going, Dawes?”

“I do,” Shelby said. “VeroniCare’s awesome. I get all my work done there.” She smoothed the thin, dark hairs on her upper lip and examined her reflection in the side mirror. “I might stay for a little laser action when we’re done.”

Grimes rolled his eyes and waved at Val with impatience. “Let’s get going,” he said.

Light mid-afternoon traffic made for an easy drive to the shopping district. Val parked right in front of the posh salon in a metered spot—free, of course, for police on official business. The salon’s glass front wall revealed an all-white lobby with shelves lined with lotions, creams, and hair treatments, each of which would cost more than Val spent in a month on such products.

They entered the salon, Val in the lead, and the shop’s frigid air raised goosebumps on her skin. Even her bulky uniform couldn’t compete with the salon’s excessive air conditioning, set way too high for a seventy-five -degree September day.

“Welcome to VeroniCare Spa,” said a slender, twenty-something receptionist, seated behind a glass counter. Her jet-black hair and lipstick contrasted with her alabaster skin, even lighter in color than her knee-length shift dress that matched the white laminate shelves behind her. “Are you here for an appointment, or can I advise you on some purchases?”

“Detective Robert Grimes, with Officer Valorie Dawes and Ms. Shelby Clearwater. Veronica Carlton is expecting us. And your IT director…” Grimes searched his pockets and came up empty. “I’m sorry, I lost his card and I don’t remember his name.”

“Just a moment.” The receptionist clicked a few keys on her keyboard and swung a computer screen, mounted on a swivel arm, into her field of vision. She spoke in a low voice into her headset. “Ms. Koval will see you now.” She pushed a button, and a door Val hadn’t even noticed swung open from the small lobby into a dark hallway.

Val and Grimes exchanged glances, but Shelby strode through the doorway like she owned the place. “Come on, the door’s about to close,” she said.

Shelby continued down the dim corridor, with Val and Grimes hustling to catch up. They passed several doorways, also white, set into white walls on each side. At the end of the thirty-foot passage stood a bell-shaped white woman in wire-rim glasses, a dark skirt, and a pink blouse, with collar-length layers of salt-and-pepper gray hair. Her business-like facial expression yielded a humorless smile when she greeted them.

“I’m Tasha Koval,” the woman said with a hint of a Slavic accent. “Head of Information Technology at VeroniCare. Come in, please.” She spun on her heel and, without waiting, led them into a small meeting room.

“Oh, look.” Shelby pointed at the abstract swirls of pastel blue, green, and yellow in the framed department-store quality prints hanging on the ivory-colored walls. “Actual color.”

A young man wearing a blue suit and white shirt stood up from the table and smiled. His perfect white teeth seemed to shine in contrast to his dark brown skin and black wavy hair. “I am Sanjit,” he said, extending a hand. “Website content manager.”

Grimes introduced the team, and Koval invited Val and Grimes to sit. “Where should we begin?” Koval asked.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Grimes said. “Attacks of this kind often originate from or are aided by someone within an organization. Can you think of any employees who might hold a grudge against the company, Ms. Carlton, or other senior management?” 

Koval shook her head. “None. We treat our employees with dignity and respect, and our wage and benefit packages are well above industry average.”

Sanjit’s eyes widened and his gaze fell, but he said nothing.

“Any recent hires?” Grimes asked.

“Sales associates come and go, but none have access to our servers,” Koval said. “Sanjit is our most recent hire with any sort of security clearance, which was, what, ten months ago?”

“Thirteen,” Sanjit said.

“These attacks began in the last two or three months,” Koval said. “So an internal source seems unlikely.”

Grimes furrowed his brow and cleared his throat, jotting down a few notes. Val picked up the thread. “Has anything else changed that could lower staff morale in recent months? Changes to working conditions, benefits, anything?”

Koval pursed her lips, then shook her head. “Nothing comes to mind.”

Sanjit coughed into his fist, making eye contact with Val. He seemed to cower each time his boss spoke.

“Can you think of anything, Sanjit?” Val asked.

“In terms of benefits or working conditions? No,” Sanjit said.

“Anything else?” Val kept her tone conversational.

He glanced left and right, again cowering when Koval glared at him. “I would say that some employees were displeased when Ms. Carlton created the Community First program. Many felt participation in the program was…mandatory.”

“Tell me more about that,” Val said.

“Community First,” Koval said before Sanjit could continue, “is a voluntary service program here at VeroniCare. Our objective is to better connect our company to the community through acts of service or, for those who prefer it, donations to worthy causes.”

“Causes,” Grimes said. “Such as?”

“Education, homelessness, public health, hunger—employees choose among many options,” Koval said.

“How are employees ‘encouraged’ to participate?” Val asked. She recalled a campaign organized by her dormitory’s community action committee at UConn where the leaders of the initiative shamed non-contributors publicly until they achieved one hundred percent participation.

“We make it very easy for them,” Koval said. “Employees earn paid time off to volunteer for our approved list of organizations, and can donate to those same groups through payroll deductions.”

“There is also a competition among departments,” Sanjit said, his eyes still downcast. “The department with the highest rate of participation gets an extra week of paid leave per year.”

“I see,” Grimes said. “By any chance, are abortion rights groups among those on the list?”

Koval shifted in her seat. “We do not include political advocacy groups in our campaign. However, we do offer the option of contributing to family planning and women’s health groups.”

“Which ones?” Grimes said.

Koval licked her lips. “I would be happy to email you with a list of all participating organizations.”

“Thank you.” Grimes slid his card across the table.

“However, I believe this is a waste of time.” Koval picked up his card. “Morale at VeroniCare is very high. We maintain an open-door management policy and we’re pro-active in advocating for—what is that phrase? Work–life balance.”

“Is that your experience, Sanjit?” Shelby asked. “Is everybody here happy?”

Sanjit’s helpless expression spoke volumes, despite his cautious words and tone. “The employees with whom I interact are satisfied with working conditions,” he said. “I cannot speak for those who have left the company.”

“Left the company?” Grimes cocked his head and focused his gaze on Koval. “Have you lost many employees in the last year, particularly those with secure computer system access?”

Koval furrowed her brow. “Our turnover rates are among the lowest in the industry.”

Val noted the cautious phrasing in Koval’s response. “Could you include a list of employees who have recently left the company in your email to Detective Grimes?” she asked.

“And new employees, in any department. Any in the last year,” Grimes added.

“Of course,” Koval said. “I’m sorry, but I have another meeting to attend. But perhaps now is a good time for Sanjit to show Ms. Clearwater our security systems?”

Grimes narrowed his eyes, but nodded. “We may have some follow-up questions for you, Ms. Koval,” he said. “Do you have a card, or—”

“I’ll include my contact information in my email to you later today,” Koval said, standing. “I’ll see you and Officer Dawes out.”

Grimes blinked, then stood. “We all drove over together,” he said. “Perhaps there’s someone else we should interview while we wait?”

“I’ll be fine,” Shelby said, making eye contact with Val. Her lips curled into a brief, sly smile. “You two go on ahead. Sanjit and I will geek out in the server room.”

Out on the sidewalk a few minutes later, Val paused in the sun and rubbed her arms to help warm them. “Did Koval strike you as a forthcoming woman, or am I crazy to think she’s holding something back from us?” she asked.

“Vladimir Putin has fewer secrets than that woman,” Grimes said. “I suspect those lists of employees and community groups will turn up a lot of interesting tidbits.”

“I bet that Shelby’s time with Sanjit will, too,” Val said. “That guy looked ready to burst. He didn’t strike me as an employee with high morale.”

Grimes laughed. “Are you kidding me? He’s the only man in a building crawling with gorgeous women. I’d trade jobs with him any day, no matter what the pay.”

Val rolled her eyes and got into the cruiser. Grimes was her senior partner and a mentor of sorts, with tons of valuable experience for her to learn from. But he could be a real dinosaur at times. She hoped that wouldn’t become an obstacle to them working together—especially on this case.










CHAPTER TWO










Val left work at 6:00 p.m., a mere hour after the official end of her shift. That made it the earliest she’d slipped away in the last two months. Despite the long days worked by everyone on the WAVE Squad over the summer, multiple sexual assault and rape cases had piled up unsolved. The usual pattern for these types of cases had reared its ugly head: Women declined to testify against their attackers—too often, boyfriends or family members. Cases got thrown out for lack of evidence. Dangerous perps pled down to trivial, lesser charges. Too many others sitting in the backlog, making the overtime hours expected, if not compulsory.

But she’d made plans for the evening with her lifelong best friend, Beth. Their relationship had grown strained in recent months, and they hadn’t hung out together since Beth almost became the victim of a serial killer back in April. Almost five months. Val swallowed a lump rising in her throat. The two of them hadn’t suffered a dry spell like that since junior high. They needed to break that pattern. Hence, drinks tonight.

The Clay Pigeon, where they’d arranged to meet, was a ten-minute walk from Clayton Police Headquarters. The Pigeon, Clayton’s oldest bar, opened minutes after Prohibition ended—or a decade before that, if one believed local folklore. According to legend, the town’s criminal organizations congregated there in the 1920s with corrupt politicians and cops on the take, cutting deals to decide who lived, died, suffered, and prospered. In recent years, The Pigeon evolved into a thriving meet market for hip twenty- and thirty-somethings, vying to see and be seen. Beth frequented the place enough to know the manager, the wait staff, and even some of the cooks on a first-name basis.

Val arrived a few minutes before their appointed time. As expected, she found Beth already ensconced at an outdoor table against a black metal rail that separated the establishment from the sidewalk. Beth sipped what looked like a mojito from a cocktail glass. A glass of red wine sat ready for Val at her seat. Beth stood when Val reached the table and embraced her, holding on for an unusually long time. “So good to see you, girlfriend,” she said, patting Val’s back. “I’ve missed you.”

“You, too.” Val squeezed her tight. “I can’t believe we didn’t make it to the beach together even once this summer. First time ever?”

Beth released her from the embrace and sat down, not making eye contact. Her sleeveless blouse revealed a deep tan that suggested she’d made it to the coast without Val more than twice. The blonde highlights in her long, brown hair seemed more prevalent, not a single strand out of place. “God, I’m so thirsty,” she said. She downed the contents of a sweaty water glass in front of her, then held it up and called to the server. “Troy?”

The server, a fit, blond guy in a form-fitting T-shirt bearing the cartoon image of a sassy, tuxedo-clad pigeon, scooted over with a frosty pitcher for a refill. “Another Nojito for you?”

“Just the water, for now.” Beth turned to Val. “I ordered us some apps already.”

Val wondered if she’d heard the server correctly, but Beth continued on before she could ask. “Your hair’s getting long, for you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it past your jawline.”

Val nodded, pushing her straight, light-brown locks away from her face. “I’m overdue for a haircut. You look terrific, as always. Your skin’s practically glowing.”

Beth laughed. “That’s from sweat. We should’ve sat inside for the air conditioning.” She fanned herself and glanced around. “What are you looking at?” she said to a guy at the next table, who jerked his gaze away from Beth’s chest.

Val smirked. Beth’s top, a low-cut V-neck, showed ample cleavage. Perhaps because of the sexy top—Beth referred to them as her “hunting clothes”—she looked even more voluptuous than usual this evening. 

“How about you?” Beth said to Val. “You look amazing, as always. Still working out?”

“The usual. Running three or four times a week and keeping up with the jiu-jitsu. The gym, when Gil can join me. But that man and his high-calorie meals! I’m going to be enormous if this keeps up.” Val grinned. “Well, you always said I needed to beef up a little.”

Beth laughed. “He cooks, too? Damn, you found a good one. Lucky girl.”

“That I did,” Val said. “How about you? Still playing the field, or have you settled on a regular boy toy for a while?”

Beth’s breath caught, and she swirled the ice in her otherwise empty cocktail glass. “Funny you should ask.” She signaled Troy again for another refill.

“Why ‘funny’? Wait, have you gotten back together with Josh?” Beth broke off her engagement with Josh back in April, to Val’s great relief. Josh, in Val’s opinion, wasn’t good enough for her.

“How did you—? Valorie Dawes, I swear, you’re lucky you don’t live in Salem. They’d burn your ass at the stake for witchcraft.”

Val laughed and covered her mouth in surprise. “That, or I’ve known you most of your life. So, you got back with him. What sparked that?”

Beth shrugged, her lips pursed. “Bumped into him with some friends, having drinks one night, and…” She sighed. “I don’t know, Val. I’m an idiot.”

Val cocked her head to one side and reached for Beth’s hand. “Nonsense. If you love the guy…”

Beth’s eyes widened. “I don’t know. I did, before all that crap happened.”

“When we talked in June,” Val said, “you said you didn’t miss him one bit. That was two months after you kicked him to the curb. What changed?”

Beth shrugged. “Seeing him that night, it all came back. All the feelings, all the, ahem, desire,” and she blushed. “Before I knew it, we picked right up where we’d left off.”

“How long?”

“Since late July. Six weeks or so.”

Troy returned with their appetizers—beef roll-ups, Swedish meatballs, and hot wings.

“Damn, that’s more meat than I eat in a week,” Val said. “You must be hungry.”

“I’ve been craving these all day.” Beth scooped half of the meatballs onto her plate.

“Your Nojito,” Troy said, handing Beth a fresh drink. He turned to Val. “Another glass of wine?”

Val shook her head and slid her half-empty glass aside. “Did I hear him right?” Val said when the server left. “You’re drinking a mocktail?”

“Cutting back on my booze.” Beth avoided meeting Val’s eyes.

“So,” Val said with a teasing grin, “No alcohol, craving meat…the last time this happened, you were running for homecoming queen at UConn. What’s up? You pregnant or something?” She laughed, but Beth’s reaction cut her mirth short.

“Damn you!” Beth chewed a huge bite of meat and swallowed. “You have to stop doing that!”

“Doing what?” Val stopped mid-reach, her hand hovering over the appetizer plate. Unease settled in her stomach. “Beth. What are you telling me?”

“I don’t need to tell you anything, apparently,” Beth said. “You’ve already spoiled my big news.”

Queasiness arose in Val’s stomach. She slid a wing onto her plate and gripped the edge of the table. “Beth, are you saying…you’re p—”

“Pregnant.” Beth grabbed another Swedish meatball. “Yes. Dork. You were supposed to wait and let me tell you.”

Val fought to breathe. “Sorry about that. I was just kidding around, I promise. But…for real?”

Beth nodded.

“With Josh, I take it?”

Beth made an of-course-you-moron face at her.

“Wow. That’s…amazing.” She wanted to say, “I’m happy for you,” but Beth’s morose expression pre-empted her. In a low voice, she asked, “How far along?”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Six weeks, duh.”

Val’s insides melted and seemed to weigh a thousand pounds. Six weeks…the night they got back together. “Does he know?”

“As of last night, yes.”

Val hesitated, then asked. “How’d he take it?”

Beth shrugged. “He nearly fainted. Then he proposed. Again.” She laughed.

“That’s wonderful!” Val clapped and stood to reach for a hug, but Beth remained morose and rooted in her chair. She sat again. “So…what did you say?” Unease washed over her a second time.

“That’s the worst part.” Beth chewed another chunk of hot wing. “I told him yes.”

“And that’s bad because…?”

“Because it’s stupid. To get married over a kid? No. Not gonna happen.”

Val sat back, letting her gaze wander while she collected her thoughts. She caught the guy at the next table staring at Beth’s boobs again and glared at him until he looked away.

“So…I’m confused,” Val said after several seconds. “You said yes, then what? You changed your mind?”

“Yup.” Beth sipped her water. “He didn’t take that news well.”

Val collapsed back into her seat. “So, you’re not getting married.”

“Not getting married, not having a kid.”

“I see.” Val heaved a deep breath. “So, you’re going to…” She let the sentence hang.

“Get an abortion, yes.”

“Wow,” Val said. “How are you feeling about…all of this?”

Beth gazed at her plate, drummed her fingers on the table. “It is what it is.”

Val grasped for words. “Well,” she said after too long, “that feels like the right decision for you…I think.”

Bite, chew, swallow. “Glad you approve.”

“Beth! I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…well, I’m still catching up with you on this. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m just irritable about it.” Beth sipped her water and forced a smile, which faded in an instant. “I talked to the clinic this morning, and they said I should do it soon.”

“Makes sense,” Val said, still numb.

“And that I should bring someone with me. For support.”

“Josh?”

Beth’s face showed irritation. “Remember the part about him not taking this well?”

“Right. So…” Val’s cadence slowed as the realization dawned on her. “You’d like me to join you?”

Beth gazed up at her, tears forming. “Would you?” She sniffled. “I was going to ask my sister, but she’d tell our mom, and Mom would never understand. She’d insist that I keep it, and—”

“Of course,” Val said. “Whatever you need, Beth. Anytime. Always.” She stood, circled the table, and held her friend in a long, tight embrace.

“Thank you,” Beth said through tears. “You’re the best friend ever.”

“No, you are,” Val said, chuckling.

Beth laughed, too, and held her tighter. They remained in that embrace long after their food arrived, the world dissolving around them in the settling dusk.







The news from Beth left Val rattled and full of nervous energy. Instead of going for a run, her usual go-to for releasing stress, Val drove to her dojo for the drop-in jiu jitsu session they held every Tuesday. Traffic snarls made her late for the start of the 7:00 p.m. class—the other participants were already stretching and warming up on the mat when she arrived—and she still needed to change into her gi.

Val changed quickly and joined the others in the warm, well-lit room. She’d stretched for only a minute or so when the sensei strolled over.

Master Daisuke, a wiry man with wisps of white hair streaking his balding scalp, stood an inch or two taller than Val’s five-foot-six frame, and despite her slender frame, he probably weighed less than her. His face always reflected calm, even in the most stressful circumstances. He folded his hands and bowed. Val returned the gesture.

“I am happily surprised to see you tonight,” Master Daisuke said. “After so many months of, shall we say, irregular participation, suddenly we have you for an extra night. Or did I misremember your schedule, Miss Valorie?”

“No, Master, you are correct,” Val said. “Wednesday is my usual night. I felt I needed some additional training.”

“This pleases me,” he said. “Your experience and leadership will be most welcome, as many inexperienced learners are here tonight. May I count on you to assist?”

Val blushed and bowed again. “I would be honored and humbled to serve.”

“Excellent. Allow me to introduce you to our other group leaders.” Daisuke signaled two men standing nearby with a quick wave of his hand, reminding Val of the way Queen Elizabeth greeted her subjects.

The larger of the two men nodded back, a burly guy with military-short brown hair whose loose black belt allowed his gi to yawn open over his hairless, muscular chest. Val recognized him as Rick “Tank” Steiger, an exuberant personality with a loud voice. Tank had served Daisuke as an instructor for several years. Over that time, he’d risen in stature to become Daisuke’s administrative assistant, taking over the business and financial aspects of running the dojo.

Val had never warmed up to Tank. On a few occasions, she noticed him giving the men more individual attention and more advanced personal instruction. He also favored the men in promoting them to higher belt levels, and in awarding points and victories when they sparred with women. On occasion, he let a remark slip about the female students being more “fragile,” but he’d always apologized, and he often complimented Val’s work at the gym.

Tank nudged the man next to him, a shorter, thin, blond-haired man in his twenties with the beginnings of a pale mustache, and the two strode over to Val and Daisuke. “How can we help you, Master Daisuke?” Tank asked.

“A new assistant will help us tonight,” Daisuke said. “Miss Valorie, I believe you know Richard?”

Val and Tank exchanged quick nods, then she extended her hand to the smaller man. Up close, she realized she’d underestimated his height, revising her guess to about five-foot-nine. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” she said.

“Steve Raymond,” the man said, “but I prefer Stevie Ray. Like the guitarist.” He mimed an air guitar and sang a few off-key notes from “Tin Pan Alley.”

“Uh, sure,” Val said. “Good stuff, Stevie.”

Daisuke gathered the participants into a circle and introduced Val, Rick, and Stevie to the group. “Rick will demonstrate some new techniques, then we will divide up by skill levels to practice,” the Master said.

On cue, Tank demonstrated a new technique for takedowns on Stevie. The maneuver, designed to disarm an opponent in close quarters, began with grabbing one’s opponent high on the body. while twisting and executing a sharp heel-kick to the back of knee. Though Tank performed the takedown in slow motion, Stevie grunted in obvious pain when his chest hit the mat.

To Val, the move seemed more aggressive than anything Daisuke had ever taught them. She recalled Tank saying that he preferred a more “modern” style, one that resembled competitive mixed-martial-arts in style. Daisuke always favored a more traditional, defensive approach.

The eyes widened on the face of a young Asian woman next to Val named Maya. “They want us to master that?” she asked Val.

“We’re expected to know the move,” Val said. “So, yes, I guess we’ll be practicing that tonight, among other things.”

After Tank and Stevie taught a few more kicks and takedowns, Daisuke divided the class into working groups by belt color. Tank took the most experienced participants, wearing black and brown belts. Stevie took the beginners, in white belts, and Val led a small group of intermediates wearing blue and purple, Maya among them. Master Daisuke roamed the gym, observing and commenting on their technique.

When Maya’s turn came to practice the takedown, Val paired off with her. Though Val stood three inches taller, Maya’s thicker, rectangular frame gave her a ten- to fifteen-pound advantage over Val’s one-hundred twenty-five-pound, wiry body. Val remained passive while Maya executed the technique.

Watching nearby, Tank tsk’d and shook his head. “No, no,” he said, leaving his group while they took a brief break. “It’s not all about your strength. Use your opponent’s weight and momentum against them. And keep it tight. You should be able to executive this move in a phone booth. Try again.”

Maya’s expression showed annoyance mixed with humiliation, and she paused a moment before replying. “My opponent wasn’t moving.”

“Help her out, Dawes,” Tank said. “Make a move toward her, as if to attack.”

Val complied, and Maya took her down with greater intensity. Val’s body thumped to the mat with uncomfortable force, and it knocked the wind out of her.

“Good, good!” Tank said. Maya beamed with pride. “Now you, Dawes.”

Val bristled at Tank’s intrusion into her group and at his arrogant assumption that he could instruct her. But she realized he was right—she needed to learn the move as well. She executed the takedown, albeit with less force than Maya. The girl’s softer, rounder body landed with a gentle “thump” on the mat.

“Harder!” Tank barked. “Unless you think your opponent in the ring—or on the street—will behave like a crash-test dummy like pretty little Maya here.”

“What an asshole,” Val whispered.

“That’s how we learn, right?” Maya said. “Tough coaching.”

Val shook her head and said nothing. They got up and Val tried again.

“Better,” Tank said. “Keep practicing.” He returned to his group, complaining about their “laziness” for watching him work with Val and Maya instead of continuing to practice. Stevie Ray laughed at first, then caught Val’s irritated expression and made a big show of rolling his eyes toward Tank.

Val rolled her eyes back at him and turned her group’s attention to the other moves they needed to practice.

When the class broke up and participants headed to the locker rooms to change, Stevie Ray stepped into Val’s path and smiled at her.

“Nice work out there, Valorie,” he said. “You’ve got some skills.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I used to be a regular here. How about you? I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

“I moved here a few months ago,” Stevie said, “to work with Tank. He and I have been friends since, I don’t know, junior high? How about you? How long have you been taking lessons?”

“Since I was ten. You?”

“When I turned eighteen. So, not as long as you.” Stevie Ray cast his eyes downward. “Look, all this exercise got me thirsty. I wondered if maybe you’d like to catch a drink with me after class?” His words came out in a nervous rush.

“Thanks, but I have a boyfriend. Anyway, I wouldn’t want anyone suspecting you of favoritism, right?” Val smiled to soften the rejection, but his downcast expression told her the disappointment hit him harder than expected.

“Yeah, right.” He forced a laugh. “Well, he’s a lucky guy.”

Val trudged off toward the women’s lockers. Pushing the door open, she glanced back at Stevie Ray, his rejected-puppy-dog look still trained on her retreating form.

She waved, gave a half-hearted smile, and escaped into the locker room.







Long after darkness fell, Val parked her Honda Civic next to Gil’s blue Ford Explorer in the driveway of his modest split-level ranch on a narrow cul-de-sac in northeast Clayton. He waved from the living room, sitting on the sofa in front of his flat-screen TV, watching the Red Sox-Yankees game. Which meant he hadn’t minded having the night off from her. Much.

“How was dinner with Beth?” Gil asked once Val came indoors. He eased his husky, six-foot, two-inch frame off the couch and wrapped her in a tight embrace, following up with a long, passionate kiss. So, maybe he minded a little.

“Emotional.” Val dropped her purse on an end table and collapsed next to him onto the sofa. “You’ll never believe the news.”

Gil flicked off the TV, which meant his beloved Red Sox were getting crushed again by their Bronx rivals. He fixed her with an intense gaze from his big brown eyes and ran a paw through the waves of his thick black hair. It had grown out over the summer—time for a haircut. 

She didn’t mind. His thicker mane made him even more handsome, somehow.

He held her hand. “Was it as bad as expected? Wait, let me guess. Beth and Josh eloped.”

“Worse,” Val said. “Wait. How did you know they’d gotten back together?”

Gil laughed. “Lucky guess. What do you mean, ‘worse’?”

Val blew out a long breath. “I’m…not sure she’d want me to tell you.”

He furrowed his brow. “What, you think she expects you wouldn’t tell me? I mean, whatever you want to do…” Gil’s voice trailed off, and he sipped on a half-full beer glass resting on the coffee table.

Val considered that and shrugged. “Yeah, you’re right. Anyway, I want to hear what you think. Just between us, though, okay?”

He mimed zipping his lip. “Scout’s honor.”

She settled in under his muscular arm and snuggled up next to him. “So, yes, Beth and Josh got back together. Then she…oh lord. I’m not sure I can even say it.”

“Broke up with him again?” Gil guessed.

Val sat up and glared at him. “Yes. Except that’s not the end of it.”

“Good grief, Val. Tell me already. The suspense is killing me.”

She gulped. “They…got pregnant.”

“Pregnant?” Gil emitted a low whistle. “Crap. Now what?”

“She asked me to accompany her to the clinic tomorrow afternoon.”

His mouth dropped open. “She’s getting an abortion? Tomorrow? And she told you about it tonight?”

“Tomorrow’s a consult with the doctors,” Val said. “She expects to undergo the actual procedure next week.” Val heaved a huge breath. “Beth’s still in her first trimester, so not a big deal, medically. Emotionally, though…” Her voice trailed off.

Gil patted her leg, concern etched on his face. “Seems like it’s affecting you almost as much as Beth.”

Val leaned into his warm body, resting her head on his shoulder. The dull ache that lodged in her chest after hearing the news from Beth wouldn’t go away. “I can’t help but speculate,” she said, her voice tight, “that if she and I hadn’t drifted apart this summer—”

“Val, you can’t blame yourself.” He wrapped both arms around her and rested his chin on her head. When he spoke, his words vibrated through her body. “Beth’s a big girl, capable of making her own decisions…including whether and when to use protection.”

Val sat up straight, anger flaring. “Beth didn’t get decide to get pregnant, and this wasn’t some fling. She and Josh were engaged at one time, Gil, and they used protection…I think. I mean, she’s been on the pill for years.”

“Pills fail, and condoms break,” he said. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know.” She cuddled back into his arms. “Sorry for snapping. I’m just upset about it all.”

“No, I’m sorry for implying that your friend was irresponsible. Accidents happen. The important thing is that she’s being pro-active now and not making rash decisions.” Gil gave her a tighter squeeze. “Besides, she has the best friend a person could ever want to help her through this.”

After a moment, his body went rigid. Val turned to see his face. “What’s the matter?”

Gil licked his lips. “Which clinic?”

“Planned Parenthood. Why?”

He took a deep breath, let it out in a rush. “A bunch of calls came through Dispatch today about trouble over there. Anti-abortion protests getting nasty, screaming obscenities at women and doctors going in and out. Things got serious enough that we sent two units over to maintain a safe distance.”

Val sat up again. “Do you expect them back tomorrow?”

Gil shrugged. “Hard to say. The clinic asked for an injunction to halt the protests, but the courts have sided with the protesters’ free speech rights.” He paused. “I’d hate for either of you to get caught up in any of that. If you or she got hurt…”

“What other options are there?” She whipped out her phone and searched “Family planning clinics near me.” A short list of options appeared. Three in Clayton, including Planned Parenthood, and a few others at least an hour’s drive away.

“As far as I can tell, they’ve left Safe Haven alone,” he said, reading over her shoulder. “I’ll check the database in the morning, if you’d like.”

“Please. Although it’s too late to reschedule tomorrow afternoon’s appointment. I’ll talk to her about moving the procedure itself. Assuming their reputation checks out and all.”

“They’re good,” Gil said. “Holistic medicine, drawing from both eastern and western medical traditions.”

Val shot him an inquisitive look. “How would you know?”

He looked away. “My information may not be up to date.”

She sat up straighter. “Are you saying you’ve had experience with them?”

He hemmed and hawed for a moment. “I mean, I’m a man, so…not me personally.”

“A friend?”

Gil heaved a deep breath. “You could say that.”

Val considered him a few seconds longer—his evasiveness, his sudden awkwardness with the topic. “A more-than-friend?”

He coughed into his fist, then leaned over, elbows on his knees, and nodded. “You recall I was engaged a few years ago.”

“To Jessica, yes. She…got pregnant?” A new, heavy weight settled in Val’s stomach.

“We…had a scare,” Gil said, choosing his words with care. “For various reasons, she didn’t want to get treatment in New Haven, where we lived, so she explored options up here. It turned out to be a false alarm, but I learned a few things.”

“I…didn’t know. I mean, I understand, you two were engaged, but…Gil, what would you have done if…um…”

He smiled, one shoulder lifting and falling. “Hard to say. The situation helped precipitate our breakup, in a convoluted sort of way.”

Val’s chest tightened, and heaviness spread throughout her body. “So, it wasn’t entirely about Jessica worrying about you coming home safe at night.”

Gil blinked, his eyes glistening with unspent tears. “She wanted me home safe, for her and the baby.”

Val rested her hand on his, waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t, she prodded, “You wanted the baby?”

He cocked his head left and right, as if making up his mind. “Neither here nor there, I guess. Anyway, I’m happy with the way things turned out. Leading me to you, I mean.”

The giant ball of tension in Val’s gut seemed to melt a little. “Me, too.” She yawned, and exhaustion washed over her. “Take me to bed,” she said. “Please.”

He grinned. “Any time.”

Val play-punched him in the ribs. “To sleep, mister. After this discussion tonight, I might not get back in the mood for a month.”

A look of mock-horror crossed his face, and it made her laugh. She drew him in close.

Funny how she got right back in the mood, after all.








CHAPTER THREE






Sergeant Brenda Petroni called the WAVE Squad staff meeting to order at 9:00 a.m. the next morning wearing a grim expression. Val often tried to guess what issues or events precipitated her boss’s shifting moods, but this time she had few leads. Her best guess: Veronica Carlton had already pestered her about their progress on the cyberattacks against VeroniCare. 

But Bobby Grimes had briefed Petroni on their meeting with VeroniCare staff the day before. He’d know if she had something going on that front. Val sat next to him and leaned over to whisper, “New case?”

“Hell if I know,” he said. “Nobody tells me anything around here.”

Detective Shannon O’Reilly, sitting across from them, rolled her eyes at Grimes. Second in command on the team, Shannon looked like she hadn’t slept well. A sallowness dampened her usually bright complexion, and dark bags lingered under her bright blue eyes.

“Chief McMahon issued a new all-hands assignment this morning,” Petroni said, standing at the head of the table. “Terrorists have threatened to attack all family planning centers in Clayton unless they close. The threats did not specify the timing nor the precise form the ‘attacks’ will take. However, they left no doubt they will be violent.” She pressed a key on her laptop and turned up the volume on a pair of external speakers. A deep voice, clearly disguised, came over the speaker:


Baby-murderers, femoids, and accomplices, you are hereby warned to cease and desist any further attempts or plans to terminate the life of any unborn people. Effective immediately, all staff, volunteers, or womb vessels at your facility should expect to face the same painful, violent maiming and death that you perpetrate on those innocent babies.

There will not be a second warning.


“Where did that come from?” asked Damari Price. A soft-spoken African American man a year senior to Val in age and experience, Price was the only other uniformed officer on the squad. His question surprised Val, though. He usually let others take the lead in group discussions.

“The terrorists left identical messages on voice-mail accounts of the three largest clinics in the city,” Petroni said, “at midnight last night. We’re awaiting word from some of the smaller, private practices in the area now.”

“Robo-calls, then,” said Grimes. “Pre-recorded and sent out by computer. That suggests some level of technical sophistication.”

Val shrugged. “Not really. You can do that with public domain apps. Were we able to trace the source?”

Petroni shook her head. “Not yet. Shelby in IT is working on it, but they didn’t give me high hopes.”

“So, what’s our assignment, then?” asked O’Reilly. “Track down the jerks who lodged the threat?”

“That’s task one,” Petroni said. “Our secondary mission is to assist with and oversee security at the clinics. Central Precinct will supply two uniformed bodies round-the-clock for the next seventy-two hours, at which point we’ll reassess. We’ll coordinate all efforts, respond to any unusual circumstances, and evaluate any information gathered. O’Reilly, I want you to put together a list of any groups we should look into—anyone active on the anti-abortion front, starting with the most militant. Dawes, pull all the names of anyone arrested for anything related to these clinics in the past year, anywhere within a hundred miles. Price, same time frame, same geographic reach, everyone who requested a permit to stage a protest or rally, pro or con. Grimes, coordinate the security and intelligence on the ground. Meet back here at noon, with results. Well, what are you waiting for? Go!”

Val let the announcements and their new assignment sink in while the other team members dispersed. Petroni, gathering up her laptop and notes, glanced at Val, still seated at the table. “S’matter, Dawes?” Petroni said. “Someone tie your track shoes to the legs of your chair again?”

Val reddened in recall of that prank, accomplished at a previous meeting when Grimes and O’Reilly noticed her spacing out after a night of fitful sleep. “N-no, Sergeant. I have a request, though.”

“What? Spit it out, I’m in a hurry.” Petroni tucked her laptop under her arm.

“I need to swing by one of the clinics this afternoon on an, uh, personal errand. With a friend.” Val blushed further.

“A ‘friend,’ eh?” Petroni sat on the edge of the table, doubt on her face. “Dawes, is there anything I can do to help, or—”

“No, no,” Val said. “I mean, it’s not for me—I’m helping my friend. I’d like some personal time off to accompany her. She’s seeing the doctor to confirm her, ah, condition.”

“Home test went positive?” Petroni’s eyebrows rose.

“Yes. Hers, not mine. What I mean is, I didn’t take a test, she did, and—”

“Stop, stop, before you get me in trouble with HR,” Petroni said. “I’m not allowed to ask, and I’d prefer you don’t tell. Take whatever time you need. And, Dawes?”

Val stood, waiting.

“Keep your eyes and ears open,” Petroni said. “And for God’s sake, be careful.”





Val picked Beth up for her appointment a little after 4:00 p.m. outside Macy’s where she worked as a sales associate in women’s clothing. As always, Beth looked amazing in a blue dress that hugged her ample curves, redolent of cologne Val couldn’t dream of affording. “How are you feeling?” she asked, not knowing how else to begin.

“Great,” Beth said, giving Val a quick hug, “aside from being bloated, nauseous, and a hundred pounds overweight. You?”

“I’m sorry,” Val said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Talk about anything except me,” Beth said. “What’s up at work?”

Val’s spine tingled. The last thing she wanted to discuss was the threats to abortion clinics and VeroniCare. “The usual rapes, murders, and domestic abusers,” she said. “Life in the city.”

Beth clicked on the radio and found a station playing a Taylor Swift song about a mean guy who did her wrong. Perfect. “Whatever they pay you, for me it would never be enough,” she said, “dealing with those thugs every day.”

“Trust me, it’s not enough,” Val said. “Although I got a raise this month. My one-year anniversary on the force, so I’m officially no longer a rookie.”

“Congratulations!” Beth squeezed her shoulder. “So, how soon until you make detective?”

Val shrugged. “There’s a whole process to go through,” she said. “Lots more training and experience, plus I have to pass a written test. Then, somehow, I have to get promoted, which is extremely competitive.” She stopped at a light, grateful that the tall downtown buildings afforded them some shade from the unseasonably warm autumn sun.

“Petroni will promote you. You’re awesome and they love you there. Plus, you’re already doing the work.”

Val shot her friend a wry smile. “It’s not that simple. Even the Chief can’t just promote me. A position has to open up, which means someone dies or retires.”

“Ah, bureaucracy,” Beth said. “What sort of training do you need?”

“Tons. Investigative techniques, interrogation skills, forensics, even ballistics. The good news is that Petroni arranged for the uniformed members of the WAVE Squad—Damari Price and me—to rotate into some classes. I have an interrogation workshop next week.”

Beth’s face clouded. After a long pause, she asked, “What day?”

“Wednesday, I think. Why?” The light changed, and Val hit the gas too hard, jerking both women back in their seats. “Sorry.”

“I was hoping you’d be available again for my procedure. Moral support, and all.”

“Of course. I’ll be there, no matter what.” Val could opt out of the workshop, but…dammit. She really wanted to get ahead in her training.

Beth’s lips pressed together and she patted Val’s knee. “Thanks, Val.” Her voice cracked and she wiped away a tear.

Val swallowed. Beth knew what she was asking. They rode in silence for a few minutes, Beth wringing her hands in her lap.

“So if today isn’t the procedure, what are the doctors doing today?” Val said, reading the worry on her face.

Beth sighed. “Today they verify that I’m pregnant and give me the options. They run some lab tests to make sure I won’t have complications or allergic reactions. Once those results come back, I return for the procedure.”

“Allergic reactions? I don’t understand.”

“If I’m early enough in my term, the ‘procedure’ is a pill that forces a miscarriage.” Beth spoke in a monotone, as if she’d memorized a text. “Some women react to the medication.”

“Gotcha.” Val drove on for another few slow, quiet blocks. “So, they’re not sure if you’re pregnant?”

Beth gazed out the window. “Home tests are ninety-nine percent accurate…so they say. However, until a doctor runs the blood test…” Her voice drifted off.

Val drove on, Beth’s tension filling the air. She pulled up in front of the clinic in a loading zone. “I’ll park and be right in,” she said.

Beth sat back in her seat, her gaze locked on the doorway to the building. The clinic occupied about a quarter of a two-story brick-and-glass strip mall, set back from the street about fifty feet. Concrete stanchions lined the front entrance. Val recalled a news story that reported the clinic had installed the stanchions after a man tried to drive a pickup truck through the glass front doors a few years back. Val glanced around, but didn’t spot any suspicious-looking cars or people. Not even a protester today, thank God.

Fifteen, twenty, thirty seconds ticked by. Val waited, not wanting to push her out, but she’d parked in a No Waiting zone.

“Go ahead around the building,” Beth said after a long minute. “There’s an entrance in back.”

“Okay…” Val followed an alley to the parking lot behind the building. She found an open spot and pulled in, turning off the engine.

Waited.

“Am I doing the right thing?” Beth blurted out, turning toward Val. “Maybe I shouldn’t do this. After all, I want kids someday, and…don’t you think I’d be a good mom?”

Val drew a deep breath, let the air out slowly. “Of course you’d be a wonderful mom. If you chose that, I’d support you. I’d help any way I can. Babysitting, finances, whatever.”

Beth’s face broke into a sad, crinkled smile. “You’d rock as an auntie.”

“I totally would.” She smiled back.

Beth took a few deep breaths, chewing on her lower lip, then twisted her hands together in a knot on her lap. “I don’t feel ready to be a mom. I’m single, I’m still young, and I’m not in a relationship with…” Her voice trailed off.

Val waited, then said, “With…the father?” She couldn’t bring herself to say Josh’s name. She’d never trusted him, in large part because of the way he treated Beth.

“Lots of women raise babies alone,” Beth said. “I could do this.”

“You could,” Val said, choosing her words with care. “How would you feel about doing that?”

Beth shuddered out another deep breath. She locked her eyes on Val’s, her lips pursed, her body rocking in her seat. Finally, she shook her head. “No, this is the best choice,” she said, jabbing a thumb toward the clinic. After another long silence, she added, “I think.”

“And I support that too. Whatever you decide, I’m here for you.” Val squeezed Beth’s hand. “Part of this visit is counseling, right? They’ll walk you through it all. And I’ll be right there with you.”

Tears welled in Beth’s eyes. “Thanks, Val. You’re the best.” Then she smiled and checked her watch. “Shit! I’m late. Gotta go. Meet me inside!” She gave Val a quick hug, jumped out of the car, and rushed into the building.

Val gathered her purse from the back seat, got out, and blipped the fob to lock the Honda. She glanced around, keeping her eyes peeled for trouble.

She didn’t see any. But she felt its presence.

Or was she imagining things?





Stafford followed the old Honda Civic’s path around the building through his scope, wincing when the reflected sunlight flashed off the rear windshield. He’d need better sunglasses for this mission—he couldn’t afford to lose sight of his target from unexpected glare. Better yet, revert to his midday time slot. The angle of the sun would be more favorable, and there’d be less traffic to block his escape.

He couldn’t make out the face of the driver, or even the gender. Probably the baby-daddy of the pregnant woman, a voluptuous brunette who’d disappeared inside. A Stacy. A woman like that, with a body like hers, could pick and choose boyfriends and discard them when she got bored. Any guy would kill to have her.

He’d kill to stop her.

He’d trained his scope on her long enough to check out her huge boobs, and he imagined how much bigger they’d get in coming months. Damn. Baby-killing aside, that was sufficient reason to stop her from aborting her baby.

He snapped his attention back to the Honda, now parked in a shady spot behind the building. A woman in a police uniform walked toward the entrance—he’d missed seeing her exit the vehicle. Fuck. A goddamned cop. Now the government was providing an armed escort for these baby-killing bitches?

He’d have to prepare for that. For retaliation. For self-defense, should they return his fire, or at least begin their chase with him still on-scene. He’d need to rethink his escape route. It needed to shield him from their view for as long as possible, while minimizing his time on-scene after the hit.

He trained his scope on the cop’s face. Young, white, with a look of determination. Familiar, too. He’d seen her before somewhere.

Stafford studied her face until she turned to enter the building, memorizing its details. He’d find her online, and search city policies to determine if she was acting in an official capacity or a personal one.

If the latter, she’d regret that decision.





After dropping Beth off at home, Val drove to the dojo for her regularly-scheduled jiu jitsu class. She arrived with plenty of time to stretch and warm up before the other participants emerged from the locker rooms. Maya showed up, which pleased Val—she’d liked the young woman’s sharp wit and her apparent comfort inside her own skin.

Pleasing her less was seeing Tank and Stevie Ray again. She didn’t understand why they were there. The dojo’s sensei, Master Daisuke, most often taught this smaller, more advanced session alone.

Daisuke called the group to circle up to start the session, as usual, but his manner seemed more subdued than usual—almost sad. He folded his hands in front of his chest and bowed. The class participants, Val included, bowed back.

“I am pleased to see so many of you here, especially those who have returned after a long absence,” Master Daisuke said. He locked eyes with Val for a moment, and she returned his gaze with a slight nod. Her long hours and irregular schedule for the past year made her an infrequent participant at the dojo, to her chagrin.

“First, a few announcements,” Master Daisuke continued. “I am proud to inform you that the International Jiu Jitsu Consortium has certified my assistant, Richard, as a Master Instructor. Congratulations, Richard!”

Tank stepped forward, hands folded, and bowed his head. The small group greeted him with polite applause. He stepped back, a proud smile on his face.

“This is fortuitous, because it enables me to make a second important announcement. One that I wanted you, my most advanced students, to hear first.” Daisuke paused as if to gather his thoughts.

Val’s senses went on high alert. She didn’t like where this was heading.

“As some of you know,” Daisuke said, “I have been considering retirement for a few years. I am happy to say, that moment has come.” The sensei smiled and his gaze swept the room, making eye contact with each class participant. Many smiled back. A few, like Val, responded with open-mouthed surprise.

“Do not be concerned. The dojo, and your learning, will continue,” Daisuke said. “I planned for this moment for some time.”

Val followed the Master’s glance, which rested on the face of the burly, brown-haired man next to him. Tank.

Alarm bells rang in Val’s mind. Please no, no, not—

“Richard, my capable assistant, will take over as sensei, effective immediately,” Daisuke said. “Please join me in congratulating Richard on this momentous occasion.” He led the room in a round of polite applause. “I will, of course, continue to provide classroom instruction for a few weeks to help with the transition.”

Val’s heart sank. She’d never liked Tank, and the previous night’s session had reinforced that dislike. She’d returned to the dojo because of Master Daisuke—and despite Tank’s growing influence. She hoped her dismay didn’t show on her face.

The rest of the group, except Val and a young man next to her, clapped with enthusiasm—including Maya, to Val’s surprise. A few even cheered.

“Thank you, Master.” Tank folded his hands and bowed toward Daisuke. “I look forward to continuing your fine tradition of excellence in this dojo.”

The man standing next to Val emitted a soft “pfft” sound, loud enough for only Val to hear. Val suppressed a smile. So she wasn’t the only one who harbored
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