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			Chapter 1

			Penrod looked over the scene again before shaking his head. Kids with guns were always messy and deadly. Three dead today when a twelve-year-old found his mother’s gun and had played deadman, some kind of game that was made up, he was sure, and shot and killed his brother and two sisters. 

			He had a feeling that the boy who had done the shooting meant to kill them, but figured, like most games, he’d be able to reset the game, and they’d be alive. While he didn’t know that for sure, he’d been told that’s what happened before, and he didn’t have any reason not to believe it happened again. An entire family gone because their mother hadn’t locked up her gun, but had left it in the bedside table in the event her ex-husband came around again.

			“The medical examiner is here. He said that once he’s finished, then we can move the bodies.” He nodded. “Also, the mom is home now. She’s in the kitchen with one of the female officers, wondering what had happened. She knows but is wondering how it had happened to her.”

			“I’ll talk to her in a little bit. I have to sort out the things that are in here. Where’s the boy?” He said that he was taken to the hospital to be examined. “He wasn’t hurt, was he? I didn’t think to check when he came out of the house with the gun still in his hands.”

			“He’s just fine. Wondering like the rest of us what happened. He said that they were playing a game, and it went off. Three times? I don’t think so. He claimed that his sisters were arguing, and it was getting on his nerves. I think this was the plan all along, but that’s just me.” He didn’t have an answer either way, so he left it be. “He has an officer with him and will be arrested as soon as he’s given the okay that he’s fine. What do you want to do about the woman? Her ex is around, too. Just a heads up.”

			“I’ll talk to her as soon as the ME is gone. Make sure that everything is recorded so that there are no missteps with this one.” The officer said he’d make sure that things went according to book. “Good. Once the ME is finished, make sure you get as much recorded as you can. I don’t want this one to go off on the bad side because we missed something vital.”

			“I’ll make sure we do it right.” Nodding again, he stepped onto the porch to answer his cell phone. It was his brother Stamos. 

			“I know you’re working, but I have a question for you.” He said that he might not have an answer right now, because he was really busy. “Then I won’t keep you. What do you know of the shooting on Maple? I’m headed there now.”

			“You won’t get much.” His brother worked for the newspaper and was their number one reporter, especially on homicides. “We’ve only just arrived, and the bodies are still here. You more than likely won’t get past the line.”

			He knew that he could say things like that to his brother, and he’d not use it in his report. They had an understanding between the two of them. Penrod wouldn’t give him anything on the record, and Stamos wouldn’t use anything he said in his reports. It worked out well for the two of them, and that was why his brother was doing so well. He knew that he’d get the right answers even if he had to tell him he was wrong about his conclusions.

			“Thanks. I’ll show up anyway just to see if I can get anything you can use.” He said that would be all right by him. Something else that Stamos did was that he didn’t use his name to get himself out of sticky situations. Again, it had worked out well for the two of them. “Be careful there. I know things are tense when there is a shooting.”

			After promising that he would, the two of them hung up their connection. Not wanting to go back into the house just yet, he made his way around the side of the house toward the kitchen, where he knew the mother was. He had a few questions to ask her about the shooting as well. Namely, what did she think was going to happen when she left a gun in an unsecure place where her kids knew where it was.

			“My babies are all gone.” He didn’t remark; his first thought was that she knew this might happen. But he’d been jaded about his job before when it turned out the parents were directly involved in whatever was going on. Today, to him, at least, felt no different. “What am I going to do now?”

			He asked her questions about the gun and the kids. Yes, they knew it was in there, and no, she had not known that they played with it while she was gone. Apparently, this wasn’t the first time that they’d gotten the gun out to play with it, and she knew about it. At least that was what she admitted when he tripped her up on questioning. She told them that it wasn’t a toy and that they were to leave it alone. Fat lot of good that had done them when they made a habit of playing with the gun while she was out.

			“They always put it back before I came home. I figured they knew that it would kill them.” She didn’t look all that upset, and he noted it in his notebook. He asked her why she didn’t have a gun safe or at least a lock box with a key. “And if my ex-husband came around, what was I supposed to do? It would have taken me forever to get it out and use it on him. By then, he would have strangled us all in our sleep.”

			Penrod didn’t bother commenting on her observation about him strangling them in their sleep. How would they know he was there—he didn’t like people anymore and thought that it was beginning to show in his attitude towards his job. After questioning her for an hour, he had her taken to jail to have more questions put to her. Her son, a twelve-year-old, had been arrested and was going to be tried as an adult. The mother would more than likely be arrested as well for the murders of her three children. She would if he had anything to do with it. 

			Heading back to his office when the mother was taken downtown, he filled out his report and did his job. It was getting to the point where he could do his job in his sleep. It wasn’t often that they had a homicide in town, but when it happened, as he was the only officer who worked the cases, it was usually a big one. He was the only one who went to court when it came to a trial as well. Keeping his notes in neat order, he was nearly finished for the day when Kahana called him.

			“I’m on duty in the emergency room today. I wanted to tell you how sorry I am that you caught this case.” He said that it was bad because there were children involved. “It always is. I’m sorry for the mother, too. I’m betting she ends up in jail with her son. She’s not allowed in the room with him, and she’s having a fit. Are you on your way home?” 

			“Not yet. I have some notes that I want to write up in the event that it goes to trial. I’m sure it will, so I’m getting everything written down so that I can remember when I have to.” He asked him how he could forget. “That’s true, but it might be months, even years, from now before it goes to trial, and I want to be able to remember what was said and done. I’m assuming that you have to write up something as well?”

			“Yes, just to cover our asses.” He knew that feeling and didn’t envy his brother working on the bodies of the three children. “I’ll talk to you when you get home. I’m on here for another twelve hours today, and then I can go home. You be careful driving home, little brother.”

			“Always.” As he was putting his paperwork away, he made sure that the timeline of the events was correct. He didn’t want some slick attorney getting him on something so little as a couple of minutes that he didn’t document. After he was finished up, he watched as the mom was questioned about the shooting. Again, it occurred to him that she didn’t seem all that upset about losing her three children, but perhaps she was just as jaded as he was anymore.

			By the time he made it to his condo, he felt dirty and exhausted. Taking a long, hot shower, he didn’t bother with putting anything on but got into his bed naked. Glad that he had someone come into his place and clean up for him, he knew that resting on clean sheets was something that he looked forward to. Tonight was no different. Falling asleep immediately, he didn’t move for the rest of the night.

			Eating some cereal and having a cup of tea, he was out the door half an hour earlier than usual. Once he was on the road, he was careful of the kids getting on the school bus this morning and was glad that they seemed to be enjoying themselves while waiting for school to begin. He remembered those mornings when he had nothing to worry about but whether or not he’d gotten his homework done. He always did, but he’d still worry.

			There was a lot of buzz about the shooting at the office. He looked over the report on the kid who had spent the night behind bars and was pleased that he didn’t seem to have had a good night. Cruel of him, he thought, but once he figured out what he’d done, he was going to be a good deal more sorry. At least he hoped so. The kid was going to be spending a lot of time behind bars, and he’d better get used to it. 

			Kahana called him twice. Once to tell him that the autopsy was starting for the three kids. Then later in the evening, to tell him that they were finished. A single gunshot to the head was the method of death for the three of them, and there were no drugs in their system. He didn’t expect there to be, but it was good to know that he’d been right about it.

			The rest of his evening was spent on filling out paperwork on the shooting. It seemed like there was an endless amount of paperwork that he needed to fill out, but he did each one of them with his notes nearby. The mother had been arrested as he thought she would and put in a cell far from her son. It was going to be a lengthy trial for the two of them, and he couldn’t wait to get it over with. Three lives had been taken, and there was a lot to answer for. 

			Penrod was due at his brother’s house that night, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. They’d not ask him questions about the shooting, but they would tell him how sorry they were for it happening. As soon as he was in the door, he nearly went home. All his brothers were there with Mac, too. He loved Axel’s wife as much as he did his brother. Debra Author was there as well, and he greeted her with the same hugs that he’d given the rest of them. She seemed to be as much a part of the family as Mac was, and he was happy.

			“How’s your heart acting up today?” Debra had had two minor strokes just two weeks ago that she was recovering from. If not for the quick thinking of Kahana, a doctor, she might well have died. The hospital was going to be sued when a nurse told Debra not to come in, wasting their time with indigestion again. “I hope you’re doing what the doctor tells you. Kahana will make sure you’re all right if you listen to him.”

			“I’m sticking to my cardiac diet as I’ve been told and getting my amount of stress under control as well. It’s difficult with everything going on, but I’m working on it.” He told her that he was proud of her. “I am as well. I never want to go through that again. It was scary.”

			Her grandda had died around the time she’d been having the symptoms of the heart trouble. Her cousin, Phil, as everyone was calling him because he hated the shortened version of his name, had brought a will to the reading of the will, and they allowed him to clean out the law office that Debra was to inherit. In addition to the hospital being sued, she was also suing the law firm that had allowed access to the firm by her cousin, and he’d been arrested as a result.

			“We’ll be eating soon. Your mom has made me something different than what you guys are eating, and that’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever had done for me.” Penrod told her that her mom worried about her as well. “You’ve all been so good to me, and I feel loved. Now if only I can get the will taken care of and my firm up and running, I can get back to normal. Or whatever that word means to people nowadays.”

			“It doesn’t mean all that much to me anymore. I think normal is highly overrated.” They both laughed, and she thanked him. “It’s all right. I needed a good laugh, too. It’s been a hell of a couple of days.”

			“I bet it has.” She didn’t ask, but he could tell that she wanted to. Being an attorney, she’d know better than most not to talk about an ongoing investigation. When she sat down and did her breathing the way she’d been told—in her nose and out her mouth, he sat quietly beside her. She would stress out easily, but she seemed to be getting a handle on things better daily. “I don’t want to get overwhelmed by the stress that I’m having. I have to learn to control what I can. I’m trying, but it’s difficult to do sometimes.”

			

			“You do what you need to do, and the rest of us will be here for you when you need it. There isn’t any problem that big that you’ll have to take it on by yourself. Just breathe, and you’ll be fine.” Debra nodded and told him it was getting easier. “I hope so. You need to take care of yourself over anyone else that’s around.” 

			They talked about the weather and how the storm had knocked a few trees down. It was safe topics, and she seemed to be all right with them. He even told her about his morning at home, getting ready for work when he’d nearly left the house with two different kinds of shoes on. He’d had to go back in his place twice because he’d forgotten his keys, too. 

			She laughed at his mistakes, for which he had intended, and they enjoyed their visit. When dinner was called, he walked with her to the dining room table and even pushed her chair in for her. Kahana sat beside her on the other side when he sat down. He wondered if Kahana had a thing for the pretty attorney and was going to try to get him to admit it by asking Debra out. She said yes, and he could see the steam coming off the top of his brother’s head when he heard about it. Good. Maybe he’d get his butt in gear.

			~*~

			Kahana wanted to pop his brother in the head when he asked Debra out. He didn’t know why; he didn’t want to date her. But the thought of his brother getting to her first irked him something terrible. He decided to ignore her and his brothers for the rest of the night.

			“Do you have rounds in the morning?” He glared at his brother. “Don’t look at me like that. You’ve had every opportunity to ask her out, and you didn’t. Next time, be a man and ask the woman out.”

			“I don’t know why I’m so pissed at you.” Penrod nodded as if he understood. “What? You know that I was going to ask her out, or you thought that I was.”

			“Frankly, I don’t care. She said yes to me, and I’m going to take her to dinner. She’s a nice, very attractive woman, and I’ve not been out on a date in more weeks than I can remember. You want to date, then find yourself someone else.” He growled at Penrod. “Oh, come on. You know that’s not going to bother me. I’m the one who carries a gun all the time. You’ll have to be meaner if you want me to be afraid of you.” He stretched his neck twice and heard it finally pop.

			“You always have the best luck with women.” He said because he was cute. “Nah, you’re ugly as sin, and you know it. The only reason she said yes is because she felt sorry for you. That’s it, isn’t it? You told her how you can’t get a date because of your ugly puss, and she felt sorry for you.”

			“You’re just jealous. And have you looked in the mirror of late? Christ, it’s small wonder you don’t scare little children when you’re out. Speaking of which, are you on rounds in the morning? I might need your help.” He asked him what he needed because he could always change his schedule around. “I have a big table that’s finally finished from the jackasses Spindle and Son. I was wondering if you could help me finally get it into storage. I was going to put it into a house, but I’ve never gotten around to looking for one. I’m sick of condo life.”

			“I am as well. Every time I come here to Axel’s home or the parents, I realize what I’m missing in being between people who have no tolerance for noise. And all I’m doing is walking across the floor to the kitchen. Or they hate it when I take a shower when I get home from work. I know it’s late, but damn, do they have to pound on the walls every time?” Kahana said he understood. Sometimes he takes two showers a day, and they get pissy with him. “We need to find ourselves a place that has our own four walls and no neighbors.”

			“I’m all for that.” Kahana looked at Debra. “You take her out and then no more. I have no idea why I feel like knocking the shit out of you for asking, but don’t do it again. All right?”

			“Yeah, sure. But you might want to clear that with the others, too. I’m thinking that she’s going to be busy for the next several weekends by the way that Audon and Stamos are eyeing her.” He could see it then, his brothers vying for her attention. He didn’t know how to make his intentions known without pounding a few heads. Instead, he let them have their fun. He was going to get his turn soon, and that would be the end of it. He looked over at Penrod when he said his name. “You’re looking murderous. Please tell me that you’re not going to pick a fight with them in here? If you do, then Axel is going to murder you. He just got his house all set up.” 

			“I’m fine. Really, I am. I don’t know why it bothers me so much, but it does, and there is nothing I can do about it, so I might as well give it up.” He looked at Penrod then. “You’re a good brother, and she’d be lucky if you found a wife in her.”

			“Let’s not go that far. It’s only a date. And to be honest, I only asked her out so that I could see your reaction.” He rolled his eyes. “Well, it got you thinking, didn’t it? Christ, the look on your face was priceless. If I had known I’d have gotten that kind of reaction from you, I wouldn’t have done it at all. I’m sorry.”

			“Axel has spent the most time with her. I’ve only talked to her a few times, but we seem to be all right. She accuses me of having a terrible bedside manner, and I tease her. I worry about her heart all the time. She’s lucky that I went with them when they went to her house to close it up. To think that one of the staff had told her not to waste their time by coming in bothers me on so many levels.” He said it would him as well, and he’d not been there when she had her first heart attack. “It wasn’t as bad as it could have been. Knowing the signs is what saved her life. Then getting her to the hospital when we did that was the real lifesaver for her. She’s doing well now, making sure she’s eating right and doing her breathing. She was under a great deal of stress. I don’t know that she’s not still, but she seems to be handling it better than before. I think it scared her as well.”

			“Sure it did. I know it would have me as well.” Penrod smiled at him. “You got it bad, big brother. I’d ask her out now if you want to be able to do it this summer.” 

			“I think that I will.” He got up and sat back down. “If I asked her out, what will you think of me poaching on your woman?” They both laughed, and Kahana felt better about asking.

			He really didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes, but the need to take her out on a date seemed imperative to him. Kahana wondered if his brother Axel had felt the same way when he met Mac. They fell in love so quickly, yet it seemed like they’d been together forever. 

			He got up to find Debra and found her in the kitchen with his mom and Mac. They all three stared at him like he didn’t belong there, and he nearly left them to whatever they were doing. He started to back away when his mom called him in. Going into the kitchen with the women, he nodded at Debra after getting a hug from his mom.

			“We were just discussing Debra and her heart issues. She was wondering if she was in the wrong profession to be having heart issues.” He immediately went into doctor mode and told her of her stress levels and what she had to do to make sure she didn’t have any. Commenting on her eating habits, as well as her going all day on very little to drink, wouldn’t help her at all if she were trying to relieve some of her stress. “See? I told you that he’d know you could do it. So long as you’re careful. You’ve been given a chance, and you don’t want to mess that up by having another heart attack when there isn’t anyone around to save you. You were so very lucky this time.”

			“I was. And I still am.” He told her that he’d be there for her whenever she had any questions. “All right. What are you doing next Friday night? I have this ball for the local attorneys to go to, and I need someone to go with me to keep me calm.” He told her how he’d come in to ask her if she was busy anyway. “Then good. If you don’t mind that we go out in black tie, then you can be my date.”

			“I’d love it. And you don’t need me to keep you calm, Debra. You’re doing a good job of that all on your own. So long as you remember what you’ve been taught, you’ll be fine.” She said that she didn’t feel fine when her breathing got out of control. “Just breathe, and if you have to, find a nice quiet place to sit. Don’t overthink things, and you should be fine.”

			“But you’ll still go with me, right? I mean, since you know that I can do this, you’ll still go with me, right?” He said it would be his pleasure. “Good. I need you there. I could have asked Penrod, who asked me out for this weekend, but I want you there for some reason. Maybe because you’re a doctor, I don’t know. But I’m glad that you’ll be there.”

			He didn’t like to think that he was going only because she might need him as her doctor, but he was going to take what he could get. At least she didn’t ask one of the others to take her, and he was happy with that. As soon as the kitchen was cleaned up, Mom and Mac left them in the kitchen. He had so much to say to her that he didn’t know where to begin.

			“I came to find you to ask you out.” She told him she was sorry that she’d asked first. “I’m not. I’m glad you did. I would have fumbled it all up, and my mom would think she raised an idiot. And don’t get me started on what Mac would say. She’d cut me no slack at all.”

			“She is a bit intense.” He thought that was an understatement but didn’t comment. Debra sat down on one of the many stools that were around the breakfast bar in the kitchen. “Do you really think that I’m going to be all right? I don’t mean just at the ball thing that I’m required to go to. I mean, in general, am I going to be all right?”

			“You’re young and healthy, always two things that help out in any illness. But you’re not giving up because you’ve had two heart attacks. Some people would. If you take care of yourself and make sure that you’re doing what we tell you, you’ll live another seventy or more years.” He sat down when she offered him a place beside her. “Worrying won’t help either. You have enough stress as it is without adding to it. This thing with Phil? You should just let Axel handle it for you. He’s good at what he does, as I’m sure you are. And if it gets to be too much, tell him. He’ll know enough to stop where he is and help you out.”

			“I don’t want to be pampered all my life, but I feel like that’s what I’m doing to myself.” He shook his head and told her that she was getting used to something new. “That’s true. I find myself reading labels on things before I put them into my cart.”

			“Good. More people should do that, too.” They talked about the ball a little bit, and he was glad that he’d asked her what sort of tie it really was. She told him how she was wearing a formal gown and that if he had one, a tux would be great. “I just so happen to have one. Mom had us all buy one when we started going out more. She said you’d never know when you had a need for one, and she’s right. But then she usually is.”

			“I like your family. They get along so well. I’ve never gotten along with mine. My grandda only left me the firm because I was the only one who was an attorney. He didn’t care all that much that I was a woman, too. I’m hoping that Axel can get Phil to return all the things that he stole from me in a timely manner. I have no place to live as of tomorrow. Nor do I have a job to go to.” He told her that there was a condo in his area that was open. “I have nothing to put in it. I’m about as broke as I’ve ever been in college with student loans out the ass.”

			“I can help you out. And don’t say no until you hear me out. Axel is going to be able to get everything back for you, and you can pay me back then. Axel is that good.” She said she really didn’t know how long that was going to be. “I’m fine with helping you. In fact, it would be my pleasure to help you out. I feel like a knight in shining armor right now.”

			They talked about what she would need, and he told her that he had a spare bed that he wasn’t using, as he was looking for a house too. She told him that she’d had her heart set on a house as well, but with all this going on with Phil, she didn’t know how long that was going to take either. Things were up in the air until she could get the money and the firm back from Phil.

			“He’s always been a person who messed things up. If things were perfectly laid out and he agreed with them, he’d find some way to mess it up so that it’s all fucked. He’s been like that my entire life.” She did her breathing again, and he took her hand into his. “That’s nice. I needed that. Thank you.”

			“Again, it’s my pleasure. You’re very easy to talk to. And I’m glad that I got to know you. How about I take you over to the condo now, and you can have a look around? It’s right on the way to your home, where you’re staying.” She told him that she only had one more night in the place before they were going to come in and clean it up for the next person. “That’s fast. I guess there is a lot of that going around. Housing is so short around here.”

			“I know. I’ve been trying to find a small rental until things are taken care of, and that’s not going to happen. I do want to see the condo if you have time. I could surely use some good news.” They got up to leave, and Penrod gave him a thumbs-up. Kahana did feel good about taking her home.
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