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After a full day of demonstrations in
downtown Fort Lauderdale that had by nightfall slowly but surely
morphed into a riot, order had finally been restored. But the only
thing that mattered was that Manny Solano lay dead in the middle of
the sidewalk, a single bullet in his head, his legs akimbo and too
much of his blood on the pavement.

His killer was dead, as well, the
first three bullets from the 15-round clip of Carina’s service
weapon embedded in his chest and abdomen, his face a vicious snarl
even in death. She recognized him as one of the numerous outsiders,
this one from Georgia as she recalled, who had fomented violence
during the spring and into the summer, converting what might
otherwise have been a peaceful enough demonstration into the
actions of a dangerous, unruly mob. But he had not been the leader
of the crew of gray hoodie wearing young men of every skin shade
from whitest white to darkest brown that was interspersed and
mingled with the crowd, keeping their distance from each other,
communicating by walkie-talkie. And the others had disappeared when
the shooting started, fleeing into the night, like the rats they
were, some using panicked civilians as shields as they
fled.

The season of anything but love had
passed but they were back, this possibly hired gun and his crew,
although to do what, other than spread mayhem and misery, was
something of a mystery. As before, it was certainly not supporting
the cause of those who needed support the most. It never had been,
anywhere in the country, although so many in politics and the media
had failed to recognize that, or chose to ignore it. But whatever
it was, Manny Solano lay mortally wounded, along with his killer,
and the other scum had fled.

On top of it all, Manny’s death was a
terrible irony. The idea of having the highest-ranking law
enforcement officials in the city, his and Carina’s, present had
been a last-minute decision by the two of them, along with the
mayor, as a display of solidarity with the community.
Everyone

realized that it was going to be a
difficult day that would challenge the police, but such a tragic
ending had not been part of the calculus.

In any case, in the aftermath there
was a great deal of paperwork to be done, as there always was in
such instances in the real life of the police. And there was a
crime scene to analyze, an investigation to begin and fleeing
members of the Georgia man’s crew to track down, likely against
overlong odds, all of it Carina’s responsibility as Fort
Lauderdale’s police chief. On top of all that, post-mortems had to
be performed, and all of it had to be done under a pall of the
nearly intolerable sorrow that surrounded Carina and her people
like a malicious fog.

Beyond the pain of losing her closest
colleague and friend was the lingering pain of almost losing Alice,
the awful memories of which were triggered each time Alice had a
relapse. It was also ironic. Two months ago, almost to the day, it
had been Manny who had interrupted a meeting at the mayor’s office
to tell Carina that Alice had been rushed to Mount Sinai Hospital
and was in their Covid-19 isolation ward. What was worse, much
worse, was that her condition was such that she had been placed on
a ventilator. Alice had survived the ordeal, throughout which
Carina had not even been able to hold her wife’s hand or be close
by to comfort her. But Alice was one of the survivors for whom the
effects of the virus had lingered, and recurrences of serious and
troubling symptoms still occurred, all this time later.

If it had not been for Manny Solano,
Carina was certain she could not have made it through the agony of
nearly losing her wife. And now Manny, her long-time colleague and
dearest friend, the Sheriff of Broward County in the twilight of a
distinguished law enforcement career, was gone.
Senselessly.

But despite her nearly overwhelming
grief, there was the need to notify Manny’s wife, a task Carina
could barely face up to but which she knew was hers alone to
undertake.

It turned out to be just as
awful as Carina had expected it to be. She sat with Manny’s wife,
in their recently purchased house in Tamarac, 15 miles northwest of
Fort Lauderdale, comforting her as best she could. They had never
been particularly close but they hugged and cried for much of the
time. She finally left the Solano’s home at three in the morning,
having stayed with Manny’s wife until her sister could get down
there from Lakeland.

As she headed south on I-95 Carina
drove her Corvette hard and fast, hitting speeds on the uncrowded
interstate that could have landed her in jail and pushing the car
deeper into triple digits once she was on the nearly deserted Julia
Tuttle Causeway, heading east into Miami Beach. She slowed for the
remainder of the drive on surface streets and eased the car into
her assigned slot in the garage of her condo building, shutting off
the engine, listening to the pings and pops as it cooled, and
weeping softly.

As she unbuckled her seat belt, Carina
reached around and touched her left shoulder where a tattoo of
Saint Michael, patron saint of police, lay cloaked by the nubby
fabric of her Fort Lauderdale PD golf shirt

“There really is no justice
in the world,” she said softly through her tears.

Alice was asleep when Carina got
upstairs and she did not want to wake her, both because she did not
want to talk about Manny and because sleep had not been coming
easily to Alice.

Like many Covid-19 patients, Alice was
still dealing with symptoms many weeks after she was expected to
have fully recovered from the virus. And as was true of a small
group of similarly situated people, she continued to be afflicted
with surprising new complications. In her case these manifested as
fatigue, cognitive issues, memory lapses and trouble sleeping,
along with sporadic headaches and dizziness, the onset of which was
often sudden and debilitating.

The head of the team of doctors and
nurses that had treated Alice at Mount Sinai admitted to being
flummoxed by the diverse nature and wide spectrum of the ailments
she was seeing in dozens of patients who had, at first, appeared to
have successfully fought off the virus. Unfortunately, there was
little the woman could do for Alice or other so-called
long-haulers, other than attempt to treat some of their
symptoms.

To her own surprise, Carina, who spent
her days around a great many more people than did Alice, had not
caught the virus, testing negative on a regular basis. Both of
them, but especially Carina, was relieved that it was not she who
had infected Alice. Contact tracing had shown that Alice had almost
certainly become infected during one of her infrequent forays to
the upscale Bal Harbour Shops mall, where she had gone to relieve
the boredom of rarely leaving their condo to buy a birthday gift
for Carina.

There were good days and bad days,
although so far the bad had outnumbered to good by a significant
margin. Alice hid things reasonably well when they spoke on the
phone or texted during the day, but it was apparent how the day had
really gone the moment Carina got home from work in the evening. If
Alice was pacing back and forth on their balcony, phone pressed to
her ear, talking with a client, her thigh-length, luxuriant hair
elaborately braided, it had clearly been one of the good days. If
she was sitting or worse, lying back on a chaise, talking on the
phone, her hair in a simple, single braid, or she had simply left
it loose, it had not been so good.

Exhausted and drained from her own,
recent ordeal, Carina tiptoed past their bedroom and the sleeping
Alice to their den, slipped off her jeans, set her iPhone to silent
mode, lay down on the sofa and immediately fell asleep.

A lightweight plaid blanket that she
recognized as coming from the old steamer trunk in the corner of
the room, which held extra sheets, towels and such, covered her
when she awoke in the morning, and it took her a moment to get her
bearings. She and Alice also used the room as an office and the
analog Art Deco desktop clock said it was 7:30.

“Not too bad for four hours
sleep after the night from hell,” Carina said softly as she threw
the cover back and eased herself off the sofa.

As she entered their
bedroom and headed toward the master bath, she caught Alice’s
reflection in the mirror and heard her say Here goes nothing.

“No, sweetie, stop!” Carina
shouted.

Alice stood in front of the mirror,
clad only in panties and a bra, a pair of sewing shears held open
at the base of the yard-long braid that hung down her back. As
Carina cried out, Alice turned slowly, the shears still held
against her braid.

“I can’t take care of it
myself anymore!” she cried out angrily as tears began to flow down
her cheeks. “And if I can’t take care of it myself, I don’t want it
anymore!”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Carina
said softly and came to her, taking away the shears and wrapping
her arms around her wife. “I know how bad things have been for you
and I know how frustrated you are. I just don’t want you to do
something rash, something you might regret later. Look at it this
way,” Carina went on, holding Alice at arms-length and looking into
her eyes. “If you broke your arm you wouldn’t be able to take care
of it for, what, a month or so? But you wouldn’t cut it
off.”

“In large part, because it
wouldn’t grow back if I wanted it to,” Alice said. Anyway, this
particular horror show has been going on for a lot more than a
month and it’s probably going to go on for a lot more than another
month. Maybe forever.”

Carina held Alice tightly, kissed her
cheek and whispered into her ear.

“Tell you what,” she said.
“Let’s give it a month and if you’re not better by then and you
still think you can’t take care of it yourself, I’ll even cut it
off for you.”

Alice pulled away gently.

“I know how much you love
my hair, exotic Alice and all that,” she said, managing a brief smile. “That’s why I
thought I’d do it while you were still asleep. I know you came in
way after midnight and I thought you’d sleep even longer. And I’ve
felt so awful most of yesterday and again his morning that I can
hardly stand it, not when it’s this bad. And I think you’re being
too optimistic. I don’t think I’m going to be better in a
month.”

“First of all,” Carina
said, stroking Alice’s cheek, “you should know that your amazing
hair is only one part of exotic
Alice. And second of all, you’re right, it
could be longer than that, but on the other hand it could be next
week.”

“You are such a frickin’
Pollyanna, especially for a cop,” Alice said, a genuine smile
growing on her pretty face. “One month from today?”

“One month from today,”
Carina repeated.

“Okay, it’s a deal,
Pollyanna,” Alice said,
holding out her hand for Carina to shake. “Now tell me about last
night. Like I said, I know you must have gotten home
late.”

 


 



Chapter One

 


Solano’s killer, the man
Carina had in turn shot and killed, was a 23-year-old from
Alpharetta, Georgia named Walker Elliot Bledsoe. Although the FLPD
forensic unit had provided a number of technical details and
preliminary autopsy findings had revealed no surprises, with the
help of the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, Carina learned the
following Monday, June 8, that Bledsoe’s father, Earl, was a highly
successful endodontist with 15 dental offices in Fulton County and
neighboring Gwinnett and DeKalb Counties, employing over 100 dental
professionals and their support staffs. Earl Bledsoe’s wife, Lacey,
was an orthodontist who worked part-time in the office closest to
their home in Alpharetta and two of the three Bledsoe offspring,
26-year-old Preston and 29-year-old Abigail, were dentists who
worked full-time in the practice. Like their parents, both had done
their undergraduate work at Emory University in Atlanta and gone on
to graduate from the Adams School of Dentistry at the University of North Carolina.

Walker was the only sibling to have
declined to follow in the footsteps of their parents and join the
family business. He also had the distinction of being the only one
with a criminal record, and it was a surprisingly long and
impressive one, although it had previously stopped short of even a
serious assault, let alone murder.

“And the whole clan’s
drowning in cash,” Charles Williams, the GBI special agent assigned
to the matter, told Carina. “How that boy went so far off the rails
is anybody’s guess. Earl Bledsoe’s the dental god, if you will, in
this part of the state. Hell, I think everyone I know has gone to
get their teeth fixed in one or another of his offices at some
point, including yours truly. The kid’s older brother and sister
are kind of like clones of their folks, focused, stayed on the
straight and narrow. The girl, Abigail’s a regular Buckhead Betty,
if you know what I mean.”

“I think I get the idea,”
Carina said.

“Anyway, the kid, Walker,”
Agent Williams, went on, “started screwing up in junior high and
just never stopped. From what I’ve heard they’ve tried and tried to
get him back on the straight and narrow but it’s like the boy
didn’t want any part of it. Or of them, apparently.”

“How’d they take his
death?” Carina asked.

Charles Williams let out a
breath.

“One of my people spoke to
the parents,” he said, “and they’re pretty broken up in the, well,
he might’ve been a a troubled soul but he was still our son kind of
way. We also spoke to the siblings and according to his
sister-in-law, who’s a psychiatrist, he seemed to be getting his
act together recently and they could see some light at the end of
the tunnel, as she put it.”

“Looks like she might have
had that one wrong,” Carina said.

“Oh, for sure,” Williams
said. “By the way, privately they may be grieving but from an
outside, public, perspective, let’s just say the damage control
machinery appears to be hard at work trying to mitigate the hit to
their business from all the bad press surrounding what Walker did.
And I have a feeling they would’ve gone after you full bore if
Sheriff Solano had survived. They really couldn’t do that, though,
for show or otherwise, since the press up here locked in on the
fact that the kid killed a law enforcement officer who wasn’t
pursuing or threatening him in any way. Plus, they’ve also pointed
out that Walker didn’t attempt to surrender or drop his weapon when
ordered and that he turned toward you. Unusual as it may be for the
press to admit it these days, most of them are saying that his
subsequent killing by another cop, namely you, Chief Quintana, was
justified.”

“Lucky me,” Carina said
dryly.

“Hey, thank heaven for
small favors, right?” Williams said. “Anyway, personally I’d be
happy not to have to be looking over my shoulder.”

“Of course, they could
always decide to sue the FLPD, or me, or both,” Carina
said.

“It’s early days so I
suppose it’s possible,” Williams replied. “But it’s not exactly an
ideal case, even on the civil side, since the kid fired first and
he wasn’t provoked or threatened in any way. And for sure they
don’t need the cash. But these days, who knows what some low-life
lawyer who does need the cash and maybe is looking to make a name
for himself, or herself, is gonna talk them into,
right?”

Carina sighed.

“I suppose that’s the least
of it at the moment,” she said. “Anyway, you mentioned when we
spoke before that you guys have a file on that group of gray hoodie
assholes that Bledsoe was associated with.”

“I hit send a minute ago so
you should have it already,” he said, “but don’t get too excited.
There’s more we don’t know about those people than what we do
know.”

“Every little bit helps,”
Carina told him. “Anyway, thanks for the information, and the
insights. And let’s stay in touch in case anything else comes
up.”

When the call ended Carina looked up,
gazing at her open doorway, expecting Manny Solano to be standing
there, leaning against the door frame, arms folded across his
chest, as he had been so many times over the years, before he had
become Sheriff.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit,
shit,” she said softly and turned back to the thus-far neglected
file that now sat open on her laptop.

She was barely through the first page
when a decidedly non-Manny Solano-like male figure appeared in her
doorway. Thirty years old, a tick over six feet tall and looking
more like one of the models on a fire fighters Christmas calendar
or a younger Idris Elba than a typical police lieutenant, Adam
Jenkins wore his usual ventless khaki slacks and brightly colored
Vilebrequin linen shirt, its sleeves rolled half up his forearms,
and Allbirds slip-ons. The only thing missing was his equally usual
broad smile. He was, however, holding two steaming coffee mugs and
he strode over and put one down on Carina’s desk, then set his tall
frame down into one of her visitor’s chairs and took a sip from the
other.

“Nectar of the gods,” he
said. “The good news is that the latest studies say four cups a day
are actually good for you.”

“What do they say about six
or eight?” Carina asked, taking a sip.

“That all bets are off,”
Jenkins replied. “Anything useful from our new friends in
Georgia?”

On a personal level, as a replacement
for Manny, Jenkins was a failure. The chemistry just wasn’t there,
let alone what comes of all the years Carina had worked with
Solano. But he was a highly competent cop, smart, thorough,
occasionally even creative, and he ran his team as well as anyone
on the force.

“Background on Bledsoe and
his family was interesting if not especially useful,” Carina told
him. “I just started reading through the GBI file on that loose
affiliation of millionaires and billionaires and baby
and—”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind,” she said.
“It’s from a Paul Simon song, a long time ago. Anyway, I’m
referring to the organization that he belonged to that claims it’s
not really an organization.”

“Right, just a bunch of
like-minded assholes, got it,” he said, standing. “I’ll leave you
to it. Oh, and can you send me a copy of that file?”

Carina made a handful of keystrokes
and glanced up at him.

“On its way,” she
said.

He waved a thank you as he walked out
of her office.

“I’m beginning to wonder if
it might be time for me to think about retiring,” she said softly
as she turned her attention back to the computer screen.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Manny Solano’s funeral was held two
days later, six days after the shooting. There were a handful of
family members and close friends clustered around the coffin, not
far from the altar rail in St. Malachy Catholic church in
Hollywood, which Manny had for many years attended, all wearing
masks and trying to keep their distance. This private service was
followed by a larger gathering graveside at Our Lady Queen of
Heaven Cemetery in North Lauderdale, although social distancing
rules still kept the number of attendees far lower than they
otherwise would have been.

Florida’s governor, Fort
Lauderdale’s mayor and the public affairs department of the Broward
County Sheriff’s Department had made an effort to characterize the
shooting of Manny Solano as a heat of the moment act by a violent
young man who was also dead. Local and statewide media had, in
effect, taken sides and were either working overtime to keep any
blame away from the organizers of the demonstration that had
spawned the riot or calling Solano’s killing an assassination. Some
members of the press and TV corps who were pushing the former
narrative, while citing no direct evidence for their reporting,
were also suggesting that the shooting had been planned in advance
by the perpetrator and several of his fellow radical group members.
They were also suggesting that this group, about which, they
admitted, little was known, was not affiliated with the organizers,
although they claimed to have intel implying that other law
enforcement officials were on their
list. Carina’s name had been mentioned more
than once as a possible target, they said, along with the head of
the regional field office of the Florida Department of Law
Enforcement, the state’s version of the FBI.

Law enforcement authorities had been
unable to substantiate these claims, but given that one
high-ranking official had already been killed, security at the
cemetery was tight and the crowd was limited to those closest to
Solano, most of who were law enforcement personnel. Everyone had
been briefed on a Zoom call hosted by Carina and Fort Lauderdale’s
mayor the previous day regarding the possibility that the same
contingent of gray hoodie clad young men, one of whose number had
killed Solano, might view Manny’s funeral as an opportunity to try
and kill more cops. The active-duty officers, both from the Broward
County Sheriff’s Department and Fort Lauderdale PD, as well as a
handful of former colleagues from Manny and Carina’s days at Miami
Beach PD, carried their service weapons. The retired officers were
armed, as well. Armed sheriff’s deputies also stood guard at
various points around the cemetery.

Soon after the service began, Carina
caught a glimpse of a black jeans and gray hoodie clad young man
moving slowly past the gravestones at a far corner of the cemetery.
The deputy on guard in that area noticed the man, as well, and
turned to face him, at which point the man stopped walking and
stood still, his hands in his pockets. Moments later others in the
group gathered around Solano’s coffin noticed movement at other
points around the edges of the cemetery grounds and three
additional gray hoodie wearing young men took up posts around the
periphery, each having garnered the full attention of the nearest
deputy.

The men did not appear to be carrying
any kind of weapon, no rocks or bottles of frozen water, and they
did not appear to be armed, although their clothing was loose
fitting and could easily have concealed a handgun or other weapon.
The priest who was conducting the service finally took note of the
murmuring and head turning among the crowd and stopped, and he too
gazed out and around the grounds at the four young men, all
standing with their hands either in their pockets or folded across
their chests. Each of the four deputies guarding the cemetery
entrances stood facing one of the young men, warily, hands on their
holstered service weapons.

“What the fuck, Chief?”
Adam Jenkins, standing near Carina, asked softly.

But before Carina could reply, a
single shot rang out, a rifle blast that echoed among the
headstones and palm trees, and the young man who Carina had first
noticed dropped to the ground.

Before the echo had died down, another
rifle shot reverberated around them and another of the gray hoodie
clad young men then crumpled to the grass. Everyone else crouched
down or hit the turf, while the other two of the young men scurried
behind gravestones. All but a few of the cops had their guns drawn
and pointed in the direction where they thought the shots had come
from and a small group had formed a makeshift wall around Manny’s
wife, the only family member who had attended the burial following
the church service.

Carina noticed that while
all of the weapons were pointed in the same general direction, they
did not appear to be focused on any single point. After a long
moment of eerie quiet and surveilling the area as best she dared,
she called out, “Everyone, hold your
positions and hold your fire!”

She turned to Jenkins and told him to
call EMTs.

“Warn them to be careful
and have a couple of officers meet them when they get here,” she
added, “although I have a feeling the shooter will’ve been long
gone by the time they do get here. He probably already is. And get
every available unit over here and have them start searching the
area, a one-mile circle around this place. Then get some of these
guys to go talk to everyone in the area, funeral attendees,
employees, whatever. Maybe we’ll get lucky and somebody saw
something.”

“Now, or should we wait
until the service is over?” Jenkins asked.

Carina stared at him.

“Now, Adam,” she said softly. “I’d say the service is
over.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


“This must be a good day,”
Carina said as she stepped out on the balcony of their condo,
moments after Alice ended a phone call. “First off, you were pacing
while you were talking. And then--”

“How long have you been
watching me?” Alice asked.

Carina smiled.

“Long enough,” she replied.
“And then there are your braids,” she added, taking hold of one of
the yard-long, rope-like pigtails and pulling Alice into a deep,
long kiss. “You haven’t done these in years. What are they called
again?”

“Double Dutch is the usual
term although they’re really just two French braids,” Alice told
her wife, “and you’re right, I haven’t made them in ages and, yes,
today is one of the best days I’ve had in weeks.”

Carina kept hold of the braid and
gently led Alice to the double chaise at the corner of the
balcony.

“Good enough to do
something else you…we…haven’t done in a while?” she
asked.

Alice’s reply was to undo the belt of
Carina’s jeans, unzip them and pull her down onto the
chaise.

Afterwards, as they lay still in the
cooling evening air, Carina recounted the events of the day,
beginning with what had transpired at the cemetery.

“So, two of the presumed
bad guys were killed and your people are sure that neither of the
shots that killed them were meant for the police,” Alice said and
Carina nodded. “Which somehow doesn’t make me feel all that much
better.”

Carina cleared her throat and turned
on her side to face Alice.

“We found what probably was
a sniper’s nest on the roof of a low-rise apartment complex on the
other side of the small lake that’s inside the cemetery, although
it looked like the shooter cleaned up pretty well,” she said. “And
no one who was home in the apartment complex saw anything. But
forensics was still there when I left so I’m hoping they can come
up with something. Anyway, it’s a clear shot from there but it’s
about 200 yards away and each of the young guys was killed by a
single shot, so whoever pulled the trigger is really
good.”

“Which means that the
shooter could’ve killed whoever he, or she, wanted to, so those two
guys really must have been the targets, not any of the cops,” Alice
said.

“Bingo,” Carina said, “and
a little ironic since our group was expecting the worst and was
armed to the hilt and the guys who were killed didn’t even have
pocket knives on them.”

“So, first of all, why were
those guys the targets,” Alice went on, “and why only the two? You
said there were four of them, right?”

Carina nodded.

“There’s no way to know for
sure,” she said, “but after the first shot all the cops were
pointing their weapons in the same general direction and after the
second shot everyone hit the deck, including those two, so it’s
reasonable to think it’s because there wasn’t a clear shot at
either of them. And the shooter wasn’t about to hang around waiting
for everyone to get back up.”

“So, the two guys who
survived might still be in danger,” Alice said.

“I wouldn’t bet against
it,” Carina said, “although I’m not going to lose sleep worrying
about them. I mean, it was one of their group that killed Manny. We
got their info and interviewed them, of course, the two guys who
survived, but that got us nowhere, as expected. Last I saw, they
were getting into an old Ford Explorer with Georgia tags and
heading for the turnpike, which runs right past the
cemetery.”

“Hang on, they didn’t even
stick around to, I don’t know, ID the bodies, show a little respect
for their buddies, whatever?” Alice asked.

Carina shook her head.

“We talked to them as soon
as the coast was clear and they ran to their car the minute we
finished,” she replied.

“With friends like that, as
they say,” Alice said.

Carina smiled.

“Shower, then dinner?” she
suggested.

Alice had been careful to keep her
hair dry but Carina had washed hers and was towel drying her
cropped do when Alice asked if the shooter could have been a member
of Fort Lauderdale PD or the Broward County Sheriff’s Office out
for more revenge for Solano’s killing than Carina had gotten by
killing his assailant.

“We’re keeping an open mind
as they say on TV,” Carina replied.

They dressed and when they got to the
kitchen Alice asked, “How about your new, well new-ish, lieutenant?
Adam something, right? You hadn’t seen him in any kind of action
before, have you?”

Carina smiled.

“It’s Adam Jenkins and
after the second shot, when we got down and tried to take cover, he
asked if it meant the service was over,” she said.

“He really thought the
priest and everyone would just get up and continue as if nothing
had happened?” Alice asked.

“I guess he did,” Carina
replied. “I could be generous and chalk it up to the stress of the
moment or whatever—”

“But you probably won’t
be,” Alice said as she began chopping vegetables for a salad and
Carina deftly cut the skin off a beautiful one-pound piece of
salmon filet, sliced it in two and seasoned it for
grilling.

“I’ll keep an open mind,”
Carina replied, staring at the filets for a moment before opening
the pantry, taking out a bottle of aged olive oil and sprinkling
some, along with a touch of sea salt, over the fish. “That should
do it,” she concluded, as she put the olive oil away and the three
jars of spices she had already used back in their rack. “It was
interesting because he’s actually a pretty good cop. He’s no Craig
Kurtz--”

“Who got a big promotion to
go up to Tampa, right?” Alice asked, and when Carina nodded, added,
“I liked him.”

“Yeah, me too,” Carina
said.

“Hey, maybe your new guy’s
a really serious Catholic and he couldn’t imagine leaving the
service unfinished, no matter what,” Alice said. “Or maybe he’s a
lapsed Catholic, or not Catholic at all, and still thought it was
really important to finish something like that.”

Carina shrugged.

“Could be,” she said.
“Anyway, after about an hour, when we were sure the shooter was no
longer in the area, the priest, who was pretty freaked out by the
way—”

“Which is not exactly
shocking,” Alice said.

“Yeah,” Carina went on.
“Anyway, he and a few of us did manage to finish it. Manny’s wife
was happy about that.”

“I’m guessing your
lieutenant Jenkins was one of them,” Alice said.

“Actually, he couldn’t be
there,” she said. “He was off organizing the first part of the
investigation. You know, interviewing witnesses, coordinating a
search of the surrounding area, all that boring cop
stuff.”

Alice smiled.

“And other than the
sniper’s nest, what did you all find?” she asked.

“Not a blessed thing,” was
Carina’s reply.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


As Carina more or less sailed up
Interstate 95 on her way to the office the following morning, she
mused that one of the very few benefits of the pandemic was the
lack of normal rush hour traffic, even going on three months after
the plague’s start and even for what would normally be considered
low season in south Florida. In a normal year the drive from her
condo on Collins Avenue in Miami Beach to Fort Lauderdale police
headquarters on West Broward Boulevard in rush hour on a June
morning would have taken a minimum of 45 minutes and often took an
hour or more, with Carina’s Corvette chomping at the bit in at
least occasional heavy traffic. Now the same drive took less than
30 minutes and the powerful sports car seemed a great deal happier,
as was its driver.

When she pulled into the PD building’s
parking lot, Adam Jenkins’ ancient but well cared for Mercedes
450SL convertible was already there, parked diagonally across two
slots.

“Yeah, he’s a bit of an
asshole,” she murmured as she walked past it and into the
building.

She bypassed her office, instead
walking straight to the open area where Jenkins, among others, had
his desk.

“Morning, Chief,” he said
looking up from his computer.

“It might be, if you can
tell me we have anything resembling a lead on yesterday’s attack,”
she told him.

“Wish I could,” Jenkins
said. “I think the official term for what we have is
nada. The dozen or so
people, outside of our group, who were at the cemetery at the time
heard the shots but saw nothing. And a canvass of the apartment
building where the shooter set up on the roof and the surrounding
area also came up empty.”

“That’s too bad,” Carina
said, “not that I can say I’m surprised. Forensics?”

“Once again,
nada,” Jenkins replied.
“This guy, whoever he is, is good, really good. You could barely
tell from the few marks in the dust and dirt on the roof where he’d
set up, he didn’t leave any trace of himself and he cleaned up his
brass.”

“Which is also not
particularly surprising given his marksmanship,” Carina said, “and
it all indicates that he’s probably a hired gun.”

“So, if we’re looking for a
motive it’s not going to be his,” Jenkins said and Carina
nodded.

“What do we have so far on
our two vics?” she asked.

Jenkins opened his iPhone and glanced
down at the screen.

“According to their Georgia
driver’s licenses,” he replied, “we’ve got one LaKeith Gabriel
Davies, 23, address in Sandy Springs, Georgia, senior at the
University of Georgia, no priors here or up there. Has a younger
sister who’s a sophomore up at UNC. Father’s a partner in a
well-known Atlanta law firm, mother’s a, I’m not sure what the
acceptable term is these days, a homemaker.”

Carina smiled.

“I get the idea,” she
said.

“Okay,” Jenkins went on,
“the second vic is Martin Alan Gross, also 23, senior at Georgia
Tech. Parents own a chain of discount jewelry stores in and around
Atlanta. Couple of arrests while he’s been at college for
disturbing the peace, apparently in connection with some climate
change and anti-nuclear power demonstrations. So far, we haven’t
found any other connections between these two and the guy that
killed Solano, Walker Bledsoe, or with each other.”

“Do we know, or can we find
out if they were at the riot in Fort Lauderdale with Bledsoe?”
Carina asked.

“I’ve had two people going
through news footage and all the camera phone videos that we have,
looking for all four of these dudes,” Jenkins told her, “but with
so many people wearing medical masks, it’s even tougher than it
otherwise would be to get a decent look at any of the gray hoodie
guys’ faces so I don’t think it’s likely to get us
anywhere.”

“Check hotels, too,” Carina
said. “Some of them might have spent the night either the night
before the riot or the night before the funeral.”

Jenkins nodded.

“And by the way, pretty
much the same profile for the two guys who managed not to get shot
at the cemetery,” he said. “Well-off Georgia families, college kids
and no priors, or nothing serious, anyway. Walker Bledsoe was
apparently the only bad boy among the five. And beyond them all
apparently being members of that gray hoodie group that keeps
saying it’s not really any formal sort of organization, no
connections with any other, ah, non-members, so far, at least. If
you ask me, though, they’re pretty damned organized for a
non-organization.”

Carina shook her head and let out a
breath.

“Okay, keep at it and keep
me posted,” she said as she turned and walked away, toward the
break room.

Carina finally got to her desk a few
minutes later, carrying a hot cup of black coffee in an FLPD mug,
which she set down on her desk. She then dropped her handbag into a
lower desk drawer, settled into her chair and opened her laptop.
She sipped coffee as the computer booted up and then stared at the
several dozen new emails it promised. Ten minutes later the coffee
was gone but the emails remained unread.

“What I need, more than
anything,” she said softly, “is for Manny Solano to appear at my
door so I can talk this whole screwed up mess through with him.
Shit.”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


When she got home that evening, Carina
stopped in the entry foyer and smiled, happy to see Alice again
pacing back and forth on their balcony, her iPhone pressed to her
ear. Carina stood motionless and watched her wife for a few
minutes. Shorts and a sleeveless blouse showed off most of Alice’s
numerous tattoos and her single, long braid swished each time she
changed direction. Smiling, Carina finally turned and went to their
bedroom to change clothes.

When she returned a few minutes later,
dressed in denim shorts and a black cotton tank top, Alice had
stopped pacing and was leaning back against the railing, a sure
sign that her call was about to end. She smiled and waved to Carina
and, sure enough, ended the call moments later. Carina opened the
balcony door, took Alice into her arms and kissed her.

“It looks like this has
been another good day,” she said when they parted.
“Yay!”

Alice smiled.

“I’ve had better,” she
said, “but I’ve also had much worse. Have a seat. I’ll go get some
wine and you can unload about your day, which I’m guessing was kind
of miserable.”

“Well, I’ve had better
days,” Carina said, “but I’ve also had much worse.”

“Manny was just such a
great person,” Alice said, “and I know how much he meant to you. I
wish I could have been at the funeral yesterday but I understand
why it was verboten.”

Alice squeezed Carina’s arm on her way
inside and Carina sat down in one of the chairs arrayed around
their glass-topped, wrought iron dining table and gazed out at the
ocean.

“Yeah, I’ve had much worse
days,” she said softly. “It wasn’t very long ago that I thought I
might have to go to your
funeral.”

Alice returned with a chilled bottle
of California Sauvignon Blanc in an ice bucket, a cork screw and
two wine glasses. She deftly opened the bottle, poured a glass for
each of them and handed one to Carina.

“To Manny Solano,” Alice,
still standing, said. “May he rest in peace, unlike his
killer.”

“Manny Solano,” Carina said
and they each took a sip of wine.

Alice sat down at the head of the
table, kitty corner to Carina, and took her hand. “And terrible as
things are,” she added, “thank God that awful motherfucker didn’t
kill you and that you killed him. If you hadn’t, I think we both
would have had a problem with all the twists and turns and delays
his lawyers would have come up with as his case wound its way
through our wonderful criminal justice system.”

Carina smiled and slowly shook her
head.

“First of all,” she said,
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word before. And second
of all, as committed as I’ve always been to the criminal justice
system, I have to agree that it would
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