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To all my Criminal Minds, SVU, CSI loving readers:


I see you


I hear you


I am you.


Enjoy… Peg
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John Daily




Middleton, Delaware 

The home of John and Sandra Daily

Friday, September 16, 1989

7 p.m.



The relief was orgasmic. 

The tension, coiled like a hungry snake waiting to strike within John Daily’s body, had been screaming for release for days; months.

Maybe even…years.

Finally, he could take a full, deep, cleansing breath. 

He closed his eyes and let the room’s humid, stale air fill his lungs, puff out his chest, and raise his shoulders, while his hands relaxed on the sides of his plate.

The thrum of the analog clock on the kitchen wall beating the seconds away was the only audible sound in the room. He measured his heart rate against the ticking rhythm.

They were in sync.

With his breath contained, he counted backward. 

“Four…three…two…one.”

When he opened his eyes again, he stared across the kitchen table at his family.

Sandra, his wife, sat opposite him at the cheap, square Formica. Twenty-six, mother of his three children. Blonde, blue-eyed, thin to the point of skeletal. Prominent cheekbones he’d once likened to cut crystals, a petulant, naturally rose-colored mouth with a real Cupid’s bow. He’d chosen her when they’d both been sixteen. She’d smiled at him, and he’d known, right away, what he had to do. She’d come from a perfect home with a loving mother who was also a dutiful wife. John wanted such a life. 

They married at eighteen; three kids by twenty-three. 

The picture-perfect snapshot of a young, modern, nuclear family.

Five-year-old Richard to his left. Fair like his mother, but with green eyes and white lashes. The night he’d been born, John finally felt like a successful man. A father.  This was his future. A son to learn from him; to follow in his wake and validate him. A fussy baby, then whiney toddler, Richard was thin like his mother. Too thin. All bones and flesh. Everything he ate got burned for energy. He’d just started kindergarten and was strongly opinionated for such a tender age. Obsessed with fairness and rules. He hadn’t been an only child for long before his sister came along, but he knew he’d come first in the pecking order and took every opportunity to make sure she – and everyone else – knew it.

The bane of Richard’s existence, four-year-old Annie, sat to John’s right. Hair the color of warm apricots and her father’s crystal blue eyes that sparkled with the mischief she was continually courting. She’d never been able to sit still for more than a minute. Even while in Sandra’s womb, she’d been a ball of motion, hounding his young wife with sleepless nights and perpetual back pain. Annie had what his mother-in-law called, a mouth on her. With one fist cocked on her hip, she’d glower at her older brother and remind him she may be younger, but she was bigger and stronger than he was. She’d prove it by shoving him and, with little effort, topple him backward. Then, a triumphant smile would break across her angelic face. 

Annie was John’s doppelgänger, while Robert was Sandra’s.

The baby, two-year-old Thomas, was an amalgam of them both. Still in the belted-in highchair because, he too, could never be trusted to sit still if not physically contained during mealtime. He’d run wild from room to room, holding food, screaming and causing havoc. The child was willful and sulky and, according to his wife, toilet training was an ongoing nightmare.

Sandra complained daily that Thomas had flayed her last nerve, and she wanted to send him to daycare just so she could have some peace and quiet in the house for a few hours each day. But daycare was expensive, and there was no extra money for it.

Peace and quiet. John shook his head. He wanted that too. More than Sandra ever could. 

His gaze tripped around the room, taking in the peeling wallpaper that needed to be replaced; the wooden floors, scratched and dinged from decades of foot traffic. The ancient dishwasher, unused, broken since Annie had thrown a towel into it as a two-year-old and Sandra hadn’t caught it before a cleaning cycle began. The refrigerator was on its last legs, no longer able to make ice and keep the food at a barely chilled temperature. 

The wear and tear from use and abuse was house-wide. Every room needed to be painted, the bathrooms updated, the windows – original to the house – did nothing to keep the cold of winter, or the heat of summer, out. And forget about the exterior. Peeling and pitted paint, no gutters and a front walk that was splitting apart because of underlying tree roots encroaching on the space.

John closed his eyes and dragged in another breath.

He had a young, unemployed, undereducated wife, three small children to clothe and feed, and a house mortgaged to the sky.  His paycheck barely covered the essentials. More times than not, their nightly meals consisted of something fast and inexpensive from a box, high in carbohydrates and fat and nothing more. No nutrients. No protein. Nothing to satisfy the craving hunger in John.

His car needed major repairs he couldn't afford just to keep it running so it could take him to work every day to a job he hated with a boss who didn’t like him and co-workers who talked behind his back.

Yes. Peace and quiet, like good food, was a craveable commodity in the Daily household.

And John deserved it. More than anyone else, he deserved some peace and quiet.

He stared at his family again. 

Sandra’s stunned O of surprise was frozen on her open lips. Head flung backward, eyes open and fixated on the ceiling, a trickle of blood drifted down her temples from the circular wound in her forehead. He’d been surprised – pleasantly so – when the bullet bifurcated the space between her brows, square on. He hadn’t known his aim was so good.

Richard’s body slumped onto his plate when the next bullet pierced his left temple. Brain matter and crimson serum mixed with his chicken nuggets, looking like a bizarre watery ketchup crisscrossing the dish.

When the bullet tore through Annie’s chest, she’d fallen to her side in her chair, left arm dangling, rag-dollish. Her wild, untamed hair flung across her face, obstructing her angelic features. The front of her shirt was a Rorschach blot that, when he squinted, resembled two horses rutting.

John’s gaze lit on Thomas. Poor Thomas. He might have stood a chance if he hadn’t been contained in the chair. John was never able to catch him once the toddler was let loose. Now, with a hole where a nose should be, his face was an unrecognizable mask of pumping blood and snot.

It had taken less than a minute from first shot to last. Four bullets. Four direct hits. Four eradications. Then four deep breaths in the silence that followed.

He’d walked into the kitchen after an arduous day to the sound of Thomas screaming, his face smeared with whatever was on his plate, Annie and Robert arguing and Sandra, head hung in her hands, crying.

No happy greeting. No one jumping to kiss and hug him after his grueling, unsatisfying day. No recognition for what he put up with everyday just to keep a roof over their heads and food – lousy though it was – on the table.

Ungrateful. That’s what they all were. Three ungrateful brats and one sullen, beaten down woman who bore no resemblance to the lively, sexy girl he’d deemed worthy to include in his life.

Save for the ticking clock, the house was silent now, the echo of the gunshots a memory. The sharp bite of smoke from the retorts hung in the air like a cloying perfume. John flipped the wall switch to activate the kitchen ceiling fan. The quick whoosh whoosh of the rotors dissipating the smell now filled the room, tiny motes of dust tossed from the blades.

Sandra had never been a good housekeeper. Or, for that matter, a good wife.

John had wanted perfection; demanded it. Sandra, disappointingly so, had been far from it

He glanced at the wall clock again. Just after seven. Still early.

It was Friday night. He wasn’t due back at work until Monday, Robert off from school until then as well. No one would miss them tomorrow since the kids didn’t participate in any activities outside the home. The family didn’t attend church, so no one would look for them on Sunday, either. His in-laws were off traveling in their RV, God knows where. The Daily family didn’t socialize with their neighbors. Sandra was too tired to have friends, and John avoided speaking to anyone he didn’t deem worthy of him.

He had plenty of time. Plenty of time.

Peace and quiet. That’s all he’d wanted. 

And now he had it.

John Daily smiled. 

He gave the gun to the left of his plate a little affectionate pat, and then ate his dinner, for once in too many years to count, in silence.


      [image: ]6 months ago

Tuesday, September 16, 2025 

Death House, Grayfield Maximum Prison

11:45 p.m.



Despite the late hour, the Death House viewing room was packed.

The six rows of wooden seats were not unlike austere church pews in lack of comfort, their long benches not fashioned for long-term sitting. It went against the grain for anyone witnessing an execution to be comfortable.

The first row was reserved for the family members of the victims. FBI SSA Tucker Petrie recognized the elderly mother and father of the prisoner’s first wife. They must be in their late eighties by now. It was hard to tell because the ravages of having their daughter and grandchildren brutally murdered had aged them before their time. The murdered wife’s sister sat next to their mother, her face hard and pinched as she gripped the woman’s withered and gnarled white hand.

No one from the second family was in attendance. 

Odd that. 

He’d thought for sure they would show, if for no other reason than to finally put closure on the horror of the past two-plus decades. Two decades of waiting for appeals to be rejected, with another one filed right afterward. It had only been a short two months prior that the final one was denied, the long-awaited execution date set.

Tucker and two of his colleagues were seated in the second row. Retired Agent Cash Bellows, grossly overweight and bloated with it, fidgeted in his seat, his ill-fitting dung-colored suit straining at the seams as sweat danced a ring around his tight shirt collar.

“My ass feels like I’m sitting on a block of steel,” he said, voice low.

“These seats aren’t built for your contentment, Bellows,” SSA Truman Powers said, the words clipped, the tone short. Tucker always thought the senior agent was more of a hardass than the job warranted. But he’d been a neophyte agent when he’d assisted the two men and had never said a word in opposition to them.

Tucker’s gaze tracked the rest of the filled room. Prison guards in full regalia, two clerics, their white collars a stark contrast to their black vestments, a few journalists, writing on paper pads. Cell phone use was forbidden in the Death House. Too much temptation to snap a frontpage worthy, tabloid-sellable picture of the prisoner and his final moments.

Toward the back of the room, a few medical personnel stood leaning against the wall. A pair of women in puke-green scrubs and one male dressed the same. Infirmary workers stationed just in case anyone fainted during the procedure or suffered any kind of medical incident. 

During the first execution Tucker witnessed as a newbie FBI agent many years ago, an observer had suffered a heart attack as she’d watched the man who’d murdered her son be put to death. 

“Is this gonna start soon?” Bellows asked no one in particular. “I don’t know how much longer I can sit here.”

“Then leave.” Annoyance rang in Powers’s hushed, hard voice. They’d never been the best of friends, Tucker remembered. “No one will miss you if you go. You’re not required to be here anyway.”

While true, since Bellows was retired from the Bureau, Tucker knew what the case had meant to him, what it had cost him professionally, personally, even health-wise when he’d worked it, and how much satisfaction he’d gotten from catching the man they were awaiting to be put to death.

Closure wasn’t something Tucker ever took for granted when it came to the job, and back in the day, Bellows had been an excellent agent. When he’d captured the man, he’d been able to give justice to two grieving families. Imprisonment only went so far in closing the case, though. The death penalty would hopefully slam the door on it forever.

Pouting now, Bellows dropped his gaze, crossed his arms over his expansive middle and stopped complaining.

A few moments later, the lights in the room flickered, then dimmed. 

“They’re inserting the intravenous lines,” Powers said, sitting upright, his eyes fixed on the closed-curtained window at the front of the room. “Hope they need to poke the bastard a few times. Give him as much pain as they can.”

Tucker nodded. “Should start any minute now.”

“Can’t be soon enough,” Bellows murmured.

The curtain drew back to reveal the execution room beyond the glass window.

A wheezing, strangled gasp emerged from the front row. Mother and daughter were shoulder to shoulder now, their hands clasped so tight Tucker could make out the skin of their knuckles blanching in the dimmed room.

The victim’s father dropped his head into his hands.

To his left, the clerics were whispering prayers. Tucker hoped it was for the victims but knew that was a false faith. Experience taught him the prayers were for the prisoner and his fate. A last-minute plea to God Almighty to stop the proceedings in any way He saw fit. The death penalty wasn’t a favorite among the religious community.

Tucker had never had any problem with the practice, even before joining the FBI.

The prisoner was supine on a gurney, his head raised to a forty-five-degree angle, arms restrained at his sides with old-fashioned grip and grab’em leather shackles in what was referred to as a Jesus pose. Shackles at his chest, groin, and legs kept him secured to the table, lest the man try and make a run for it. To Tucker’s knowledge, no one ever had. He was garbed all in white. White, ill-fitting, short-sleeved prison top, standard white issue cotton prison pants.

His feet were bare, arms thin and pale, the undersides rotated upward, palms facing the ceiling. In each forearm, an intravenous line jutted out, long tubing attached to it running down the gurney and into two plastic tubes disappearing behind a flat, cream-colored wall.

The drugs used in the execution were, Tucker knew, suspended from poles behind that wall, each with an individual distribution button that would be pushed, the death meds dispensed as soon as the Warden gave the order.

A healthy crop of ash and ember colored hair topped the prisoner’s head, the shape of which reminded Tucker of an egg. He’d been a handsome man in his youth and middle age, but now prison pallor coated his skin in a sallow grey makeup. His eyes were still a bright, clear blue as startling in their beauty and intensity as they were, Tucker knew firsthand, ice cold and hard.

No expression marred the man’s face as he stared straight ahead, not making eye contact with anyone surrounding him. His attention was fixed on the witness window, steady and piercing. He couldn’t see anyone beyond as the window was made of one-way glass. 

The only sound in the witness room was of the reporters writing notes on their pads, the scratch of their pens across the dry paper annoyingly loud in the tense silence.

The Warden flipped the intercom switch, a paper in his hand. He cleared his throat.

“John Cameron Daily,” he read, “you have been sentenced to death by a jury of citizens for the following crimes. The murder of your first wife, Sandra Green Daily, aged twenty-six, and your three young children, Richard, Anne, and Thomas.”

The sobs from the front row grew loud and unfettered.

“You have been tried and found guilty by a jury of citizens while using the name John Davis for the attempted murder of your second family. Your wife, Suzanne Kyle Davis and your three young children, Robert, Amy, and Thaddeus. For these crimes, you have been sentenced to death via lethal injection.”

He folded the paper and placed it in the front flap pocket of his suit jacket.

“Barring all appeals, your sentence will be carried out forthwith. Do you have any last words?”

Tucker felt the room’s inhabitants all come to upright positions, himself included, as a nervous, voyeuristic anticipation collectively ran through them.

John Daily, aka John Davis, continued to stare, hard and unblinking, his expression blank and unreadable.

Then, his lids came down to half-mast over his inflexible eyes as his gaze never wavered from the window. Again, Tucker wondered what the man saw in his mind because he was blind to whatever was beyond the glass. 

The witnesses sat, transfixed, watching; waiting.

Finally, Daily said, “Do what needs to be done.” 

“May God forgive you for your sins,” the Warden said somberly, as he made a hand motion toward the wall. 

“Here comes the anesthetic,” Powers murmured, his eyes, unblinking, zeroed in on Daily’s arms. After a few moments, Daily’s head tipped to one side, his lips parting, his knees separating and splaying open to his sides. “He’s losing consciousness already. See his jaw going slack?”

The prison doctor performed a quick check. A rap to Daily’s face, a chest rub over his sternum. No response. He nodded at the warden.

“Now, the paralytic,” Powers continued. “In half a sec he won’t be able to move. Wish they left him conscious for this part. Knowing he was awake and would feel his heart stop, gasp for air and be able to do nothing to prevent it is the perfect punishment in my book. He deserves to feel everything he put those families through.”

Tucker kept his thoughts on that matter to himself, but if they were going to go tit-for-tat in the killing, Daily would have faced a firing squad instead of the more questionably humane lethal injection. 

After a time, the doctor pricked the bottom of Daily’s foot with a sharp piece of metal, then tapped at his kneecaps with an examination hammer. Again, the man showed no response. Another nod to the Warden.

Tucker knew the next drug would be the one that stopped the heart from beating.

Seconds dragged into minutes as every eye in the witness room was centered on the window. Tucker had to force himself to blink.

“Five minutes should be enough,” Bellows mumbled.

“They need to be sure,” Tucker whispered. “Absolutely sure.”

Five minutes gave way to six…then seven. Crying in the front row had intensified, and the reporters were vigorously documenting on their pads. The clerics now hung their heads, their rosary beads clasped to their chests as they continued their drumming prayers.

The physician guided his stethoscope to his ears, leaned over the gurney and placed the bell over Daily’s heart. Listened. Then, the other side of his chest. Listened again. Then, for some reason Tucker couldn’t begin to understand, placed it over Daily’s abdomen.

“Come on, come on.” Powers was now sitting on the edge of the bench, his fingers drumming against his knees, his eyes, fixed and unblinking.

The doctor lifted his head, removed the scope from his ears and turned toward the Warden.

The moment he shook his head, Powers stage whispered “Yes,” the word harsh and clipped in the stifling air around them.

Tucker wondered if the man was going to lift his hand in a fist pump next.

Thankfully, he didn’t.

The warden turned toward the window, nodded, then someone off to the side of the room closed the curtain again.

The lights came up to full.

The room’s inhabitants took a collective breath, the air around them no longer thick with anticipation, but with an anticlimactic resonance. They’d just witnessed a man’s life end, something most of them had never experienced before, nor would ever again. 

Tucker rose along with Bellows and Powers.

“Good riddance,” Bellows said, earning him a forceful glare from one of the clerics. Tucker’s gaze swept the room. The reporters had sprinted the moment the lights rose. The medical people were still in attendance, the man speaking to the two women. One of them stood, her hands fisted at her sides, mouth pulled tight at the corners, eyes glazed as she stared ahead of her, listening to whatever she was being told. Tucker got the impression she wasn’t happy with it.

“I’m gonna speak to the Greens,” Powers declared, edging past Tucker.

“You might want to give them a minute.” Tucker glanced toward the trio. The mother was now cradled in her surviving daughter’s arms, the father, leaning over both of them, cocooning them in a body hug. “Give them a moment to process and collect themselves.”

Power’s eyes narrowed, the irritation in his gaze hot and clear. The man never did like being told what to do. As the senior agent in charge of the Davis case twenty years ago, he was still arrogant, egotistical, and had a chip on his shoulder the size of the Washington Monument.

At the beginning of his career, Tucker had been intimidated by Powers. Now? That withering stare was comical, and Tucker maintained eye contact until the older man’s lips thinned and he shifted his gaze to the right.

While they’d been having a battle of wills, Bellows had approached the family.

Powers tossed Tucker a disgusted snarl and moved past him.

Christ, he hated pompous, egotistical men. 

Tucker let the two men jockey for the attention of the family.  He’d had more interaction with the second family anyway, the first case occurring before he became an agent.

Since his presence wasn’t necessary, Tucker decided it was time to head home.

He’d attended the execution to put a period on one of the most unsettling cases of his career. Watching a man who’d murdered one entire family and attempted to do the same to a second gave him a sense of satisfaction that he’d helped bring justice to the victims at last, and hopefully some modicum of peace as well.

He was escorted by armed guards through the death building entrance, where he retrieved his gun and phone, and then through another guarded and locked area until he finally came outside the building. The early Fall air had a bite to it, intensified by the cool night breeze, and he pulled his collar up as he slid his phone from his pocket. Inside his car, he turned on the heat to ward off the chill that crept into his bones. He hit the speed dial on his phone and waited for the call to connect.

“Hey.”

Just hearing that simple word eased all the tension from his body. His ability to compartmentalize his emotions and thoughts was a skill Tucker Petrie had honed over decades of careful dedication. But his body was another story. Right now, seated in his car with his phone to his ear, his shoulders eased down to their natural position, his chest bellowed outward as his breath eased from him, and his stomach muscles loosened their knots.

“Hey,” he said with a sigh.

“Is it over?”

“Yeah.”

“Was it…bad?”

“No. It was quick. Uneventful.”

He let out another breath.

“Strange term for an execution.”

“But truthful.”

“You heading home or are you gonna stay over?”

“Home. I’m in the car now. ETA is,” he checked the GPS on his dash, “a little over an hour.”

“It’ll be early. Or very late, depending on how you feel.”

For the first time all day, he smiled. “I’ll be fine. You feel okay?”

A deep breath blew through the phone. “Tired, but that’s to be expected. I slipped in a nap today on my lunch hour.”

He laughed. “I hope you locked your office door. Wouldn’t do for a decorated FBI agent to be found sleeping at her desk.”

“No worries. I was stealthy, just like a good little agent.”

His smile grew. “Okay, I’m gonna get going. Hopefully, I can push that time a little.”

“Don’t speed,” she warned. “I’ll worry if you do. I need you to be whole and healthy when this baby comes.”

“I will. See you soon. I love you, Anna.”

“Love you, more.”

Impossible.








  
  
Now











  
  
one





April 15, 2026

Holy Rood Cemetery, Washington, D.C.

11:30 a.m.



Tucker hated funerals, and burials even more. Always had and he didn’t see the sentiment changing anytime in the near or distant future. But they were a necessary part of the grieving process for the survivors, so he pushed his feelings down as he approached the reception line of mourners. 

“Mrs. Bellows, I am truly sorry for your loss,” Tucker said, leaning down and grasping the grieving widow’s hand. “Your husband was a fine agent and a good man.”

“Thank you,” came the strangled response. “Mr…?”

“Petrie, Ma’am. I consulted on a few of your husband’s cases when I was a newbie agent.”

“So…Agent, then. Agent Petrie.”

“Yes, Ma’am. You have my sympathies.” He pressed her hand again, nodded to the two women sitting opposite her knowing they were the couple’s daughters, then moved on, giving the long line of well-wishers behind him a chance to offer their own condolences.

The burial of a fellow FBI agent was, usually, a well-attended event despite the circumstances or status of the death. Bellows had been retired for half a decade, but was still considered a brother-in-arms in the insular agency. He’d died from a massive heart attack brought on, no doubt, by his poor health status. The last time Tucker had seen the man at the Daily execution, he’d thought the retired agent was heading for some kind of cardiac distress due to his weight, most of it centered around his midsection. He’d read too many statistics detailing how the endomorph body type in men of a certain age led to catastrophic medical conditions, including death by heart failure. 

That prophecy proved true for Bellows.

Seven rows of chairs formed a semicircle around the casket, each filled with mourners, a few even forced to stand at the back of the rows. Tucker’s gaze swept the group as he exited, spotted several agents he knew in passing and many people he had no clue about. He noted the ones who were absent, more. No one in the higher echelons of the bureau was present, something that disturbed him. Bellows had devoted almost forty years of his life to the FBI, closing countless cases and aiding in the capture of criminals of every ilk. You’d think the higher-ups would come out in force to honor him, at the least his immediate supervisor.

Apparently not.

But then he remembered the man’s supervisor had been Truman Powers, who couldn’t attend. He’d died himself in January from a freak fall. 

Tucker gave himself an internal shrug and wondered if he would rate the Director’s or any of the other higher-up’s attending his own funeral.

As he slid into his car and engaged the engine, he realized he didn’t care.

Traffic was its usual midday crush as he merged into it, hoping it wouldn’t take too long to get back to the Bureau. He had no meetings scheduled since he’d blocked out his day to attend the funeral, but his desk was still piled with case logs he had to sift through.

Since he’d left the SPCD almost three years ago – a subset of the BAU’s profiling division devoted solely to the understanding and capture of the sexual predators of children – he’d first been assigned to a new division enabled to streamline Taskforce formations. That job had barely lasted a year since he’d been able to revamp the division with no constraints or concerns from the bureaucratic honchos. It paid to have a few senators backing you when it came to cutting through administration bullshit.

For the past twelve months he’d been the head of the Cold Case division, charged with giving a fresh eye to many of the Bureau’s unsolved cases. He headed a team of four agents, all of them hand-picked by him and each of them experts in their field of study.

He’d also gotten married, bought a new home, and was now awaiting the birth of his first child. At forty-seven, Tucker finally settled into the life he’d always wanted and dreamed of but never thought would be his.

Agent Anna Langdon, his wife and the absolute love of his life, had been a coworker he’d fallen in love with almost from the first moment they’d met. Strong-willed, thoughtful, and brilliant when it came to tracking illegal finances – her original expertise niche in the bureau  - Anna was also a licensed grief counselor and one of the most warmhearted people he’d ever known. She’d transferred to the SPCD after a case she was assigned, tracking the illegal financial dealings of a well-known and respected investment banker had revealed he was funding a shell corporation that was devoted to child sex trafficking. When the powers that be decided it was more prudent to charge him with the money laundering and mismanagement than the trafficking, she’d grown disillusioned. She’d requested an immediate transfer to Petrie’s division, knowing that protecting children was the group’s main and primary purpose.

Since Tucker was now, effectively, her boss, he couldn’t pursue a personal relationship with her, no matter how much he wanted to. All that ended when she was shot and almost died. He couldn’t live without telling her how he felt, the job be damned. 

One year after she’d been shot, they were married at his family’s estate in Virginia surrounded by the people they both loved. Anna’s side of the aisle was much more filled than his.

He hit the connect icon on his car’s phone system.

“Langdon,” she said, all business, just another thing he loved about her.

“Actually, it’s Petrie now.” He smiled.

“Hey, you.” The professional polish was replaced by a voice tender and filled with so much love that Tucker sighed. “Funeral over?”

“Yeah. I’m heading back to the office. ETA’s about thirty. Wanna grab lunch?” He eased the Mercedes up to seventy-five to pass the slowpoke in his lane.

“Come to my office when you get here. I’m in the middle of something and want to get through as much of it as I can.”

“’K.” Tucker passed the car and then eased back into the right lane again. 

“Where are you?” Anna asked.

“The Beltway.”

“Ugh. I don’t envy you. The thought of being in a car on a busy, backed-up highway right now is my idea of a slow, tortuous death.”

He smiled. Anna’s pregnancy had taken a physical toll on her neither of them had anticipated. Always in top physical shape and mentally acute, of late, Anna had begun referring to how she felt like a meatball balanced on two toothpicks with enough brain fog to mimic San Francisco at dawn.

“It’s not too bad. Traffic is moving. At least, I am.”

He changed lanes again, speeding by an SVU packed with kids. Easing back to the middle, he tapped his brakes to slow down, but the car kept going at the higher speed.

He pressed them again, this time pushing down harder. No change.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He had to shift over to the left lane to avoid rear-ending a Ford truck.

“You just grunted,” Anna said. “You only do that when something’s wrong.”

Tucker had to cut off the truck because he’d come close to hitting another car when he changed lanes. He eased back into the left lane to avoid hitting the cars all going the speed limit in front of him. 

Another firm press on the brake pad, but the car didn’t slow. Traffic was picking up again and because of the congestion, slowing down.

“Tuck, what’s going on?” 

“My brakes aren’t working,” he said, keeping his voice as low and calm as he could.

“What?”

It took every ounce of concentration to keep him from hitting any of those in front of him. Weaving in and out of the traffic, which was getting heavier by the moment, his hands began to sweat on the steering wheel, his heart pounding so loud in his chest he could hear it echoing in his ears.

“Tucker, talk to me.”

“A little busy here, Anna.” Voice strained, every hair on his body was now standing at attention under his clothing. He sailed past two cars in the middle lane and barely missed hitting the back end of another one as he switched lanes again. He wasn’t close to an exit and couldn’t get into the right lane, regardless. The car in front of him in the left lane was slowing down as a red line of brake lights from the cars in front of them danced into view. 

“Tucker!"

Ever logical even when facing irrational situations, Tucker stayed as calm as he could. He was going to crash; there was no way to avoid it. How to do so with the minimum of damage to lives, including his own, was a question he had three seconds to ponder. He took one second to ease the car towards the guardrail, the second to tell his wife he loved her, and the third to brace for the impact.

Then…everything went black.
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April 18, 2026

George Washington University Hospital

Room 312 - Private

6:40 p.m



He opened his eyes, gasped, then slammed his lids closed again. A piece of sandpaper was wetter than the surface of his eyes. He tried again, this time, blinking in a rapid, staccato fashion, like sending an ocular Morse code, to push some moisture forward.

The lights around him were dimmed. That helped with the pain and glare.

Barely.

Just as he became aware he was in a hospital bed, the IV pole suspended from the ceiling and metal rails perimeterizing the bed a dead giveaway, he also became aware of the pain.

There wasn’t a part of his body that didn’t hurt or wasn’t on fire. His gaze flicked to his left arm, which was covered from the elbow down across the wrist and then over his hand in what looked like a bulky white opera glove. He wiggled his fingers and almost shot off the bed when a piercing white-hot stabbing sensation shot up his arm. He took a few deep breaths and closed his eyes again. When the pain ebbed he realized the IV was inserted into his right hand, his dominant one, the tubing and bottle connected to the ceiling mount. A dull throbbing coursed over his face, his nose specifically. He reached up to feel it, only to discover the bridge was covered with a hardened piece of…something.

“Ow. What the hell--?” His voice sounded like he’d stepped on broken glass. It was then he realized he had a thick immobility collar circling his neck.

“Good thing you weren’t wearing your glasses,” a familiar voice said. “The airbag would have shattered them in place, probably blinding you. You got away with just banging up your pretty face.”

He tried to sit up. The everywhere-pain pushed him back down with a groan.

“Don’t try to move.” A hand as familiar to him as his own spread across his chest. “It’ll just hurt more. They can’t give you anything stronger to kill the pain because they’re worried about a TBI.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my brain,” he ground out, fighting the nausea moving had caused.

“Well, that’s always been debatable.”

Tucker blinked a few times and then brought the face of his oldest friend into focus and the last person he’d expected to see when he’d opened his eyes. She was holding a stuffed teddy bear in her hand with a balloon attached to it that read, “Cheer up.”

“The bear’s for my godchild-to-be. The balloon is for you.”

“Kella. What are you doing here? Where’s…where’s Anna?”

“Your beautiful and very pregnant wife is in the bathroom. Again.” She put the bear and balloon down on the room’s window ledge. “I swear, you’re either having twins or a fifteen-pound baby from the number of times she’s had to pee since I arrived. And I’m here because she called and told me what happened.”

He stared up at her, his vision blurry since he wasn’t wearing his glasses, but not so distorted he couldn’t detect the concern wrinkling her forehead, or the way her lips weren’t lifted in the perpetual smile he knew so well.

“I’m in the hospital,” he declared, his voice as dry as sandpaper.

Finally, the smile bloomed. “They don’t pay you the big G-Man bucks for nothing,” she quipped.

“Wh-what happened?” He licked his lips, finding them cracked.

“Here, drink.” She held up a hospital pitcher with a bendable straw inserted into it. The first sip hit the back of his throat and sent a stinging rivulet of pain across his palate. The second one went down better; smoother. Greedily, he sucked until he lost his breath and needed to stop.

“Thanks,” he managed. “Tell me what happened?”

“What do you remember?” She cocked her head, her gaze never leaving his face.

Closing his eyes, he saw the image of Bellow’s burial.

“Driving.”

“And?”

Everything was jumbled. What had he done? Anna. He’d called Anna. Was telling her his ETA, then…his eyes flew open and found her quizzical stare. “My brakes.”

“What about them?”

“They…didn’t…engage. Traffic was heavy and I couldn’t…stop. Or slow down. I tried. Pumped them. A bunch of times. I had to weave from lane to lane. Almost…hit a few cars. They wouldn’t work so I…”

Kella didn’t prompt him.

“The car was just serviced,” he said, not understanding how the brakes could have failed. It didn’t make sense.

He lifted his gaze back to her face. Kella’s stare took on a thoughtful expression.

“I…crashed,” he said, remembering the moment in vivid detail. The sound of the metal railing scraping against the driver’s side door, the feel of the door as it imploded in on his side. The bright flash of the sparks as they ignited from the high-speed friction. 

Finally, she nodded.

“How long…?” 

“Three days. I’ll let the medical team explain everything when they come in, or Anna can, but the 411 is you broke your left wrist and needed surgery to put it back together again. Apparently, you were clutching the steering wheel so tightly, the bones disarticulated and shattered. You’ve got two shiners, and your chest is deeply bruised from the seat belt ricochet. The air and side bags saved your thick skull, ultimately, along with the seatbelt, but the docs still want to make sure you’re not concussed, which is why you can’t have anything to take the edge off the pain you’re having. You’ve got a collar around your neck so you won’t jerk it. They’re worried about whiplash.  You’re in a private room and have been since the day after surgery. And the hallway is two-deep in assigned agents.”

She offered him the water again and while he drank added, “You’ve been drifting in and out since you woke up in the recovery room, but not awake awake until now. Anna’s been here since you were helicoptered in. The Director was in yesterday. Your team has been sitting vigil, too. You getting everything I’m telling you?”

“Yeah. I understand. What about…?”

“What about what?”

He closed his eyes, momentarily forgetting what he wanted to ask. It came back to him in a rush. “My…car?”

Kella shook her head. “Totaled. The cops figure you were going at least eighty, maybe more, when you hit the left guardrail.”

Tucker dragged his tongue over his dry lips again and gave voice to the question burning through him.

“Was…anyone else…?”

Kella slid her hand into the one with the intravenous. “Only you, Tuck. No one else was hurt. The cars behind you had enough time to stop. Miraculously, when you hit, the car didn’t spin or rebound outward back into traffic.” She tilted her hand again. “You’re an excellent driver, so I’m assuming the reason you were gripping the wheel so tight was because you didn’t want it to bang back into traffic, maybe hurt others.”

He kept silent.

With a nod that told him she knew exactly what he’d done and why, she added, “You timed it perfectly so you could just slide along the rail and take the entire brunt of the crash for yourself.”

He closed his eyes again as relief pulsed through the pain. “I didn’t think I’d hit so hard. I just planned to tap it, scrape across it to try and slow down—”

“You crashed your car on purpose?” The voice he loved hearing more than any other sound in his world cried from the doorway. 

His wife, his beautiful, strong, warrior wife, stood there, a look of fury playing across her pregnancy-glowing face.

“Anna—”

“What were you thinking?” she cried, waddling into the room under the weight of her pregnancy. 

Kella grabbed a chair and pulled it to the bedside. “Sit down, sweetie.”

“No, I need to pace,” she declared, shaking her head. “I feel like I need to burn all this restlessness off somehow.”

“I get it,” Kella said, “but you’ve been running on all cylinders for three days. Give your body a rest, Anna. Believe me, you’ll thank me later when the adrenaline runs its course and all you want to do is sleep.”

Hands on her hips, Anna sighed, shook her head, then said, “All I want to do most days is sleep.”

“Then take the opportunity to sit now.”

Reluctantly, Anna eased down into the chair, gripping both armrests for support.

“Anna, I’m—”

“No. You don’t get to speak yet.” Anna pointed her index finger at him. It killed him to see tears swelling her beautiful eyes. “I’ve been waiting for three days for you to wake up and speak to me again and when you finally do, I find out you did this,” she waved a hand over his supine form, “on purpose? Do you know what it did to me to hear you crash, Tucker? To think I lost you? That I could do nothing to help, just listen to you…” She gulped in a huge crest of air. “I don’t think I’ll ever get the sound of it out of my head.”

“I’m sor—”

“I’m speaking.”

His body jerked from the harshness in her tone, pain shooting through him, but clamped his mouth shut. Kella stifled a snort. 

Anna dragged in another breath, her gaze lasered onto his face. Worry mixed with fury colored her cheeks. “Do you have any idea how scared I was, forced to listen to you crash? And you know I don’t scare easy.”

“I know, I’m—”

She barreled right over his attempted apology.  “You could have died, Tucker. Died.” The tears brimming her eyes overflowed their nest and spilled down her cheeks. “Died on a highway in a stupid accident you intentionally caused.” A sob choked her. “You would never have known our child. I don’t know how I would have—” One hand flew to her mouth, the other gripping the bed sheet. Her head fell onto the top of his covers as the sobs wracked from deep, deep down.

Tucker swallowed as his own eyes filled. The back of his throat, swollen and raw, was as hot as lava slithering down a mountainside.

“Shh, sweetheart. Please. Don’t do this to yourself. It can’t be good for the baby—”

With a jerk, her head shot up again, her face a mask of wet tears and anger. “Were you thinking about the baby, or even me, when you deliberately hit that divider?”

He hadn’t been, so he wouldn’t lie to her. All he’d been thinking about was doing whatever he could to prevent anyone else from being injured. Or worse. 

“Anna?” Kella’s voice, always low and harsh from a decade-old injury that sliced through her vocal cords, was calm as she placed a hand on Anna’s shoulder. “Look at me.” The command, gently given, had a brutal strength behind it Anna didn’t ignore. Tucker longed for that kind of power.

“I know this is hard to hear with Tuck lying there, all banged up, bruised, and sewn back together again, but he did the right thing. He saved countless lives by taking the brunt of the hit.”

“And almost sacrificed himself by doing so,” she spat.

“Almost being the operative word.” Kella squeezed Anna’s shoulder again. “We can both agree what he did was dumb.” She grinned over at him when she said it. If he’d had the energy and would be assured his head wouldn’t explode, he would have rolled his eyes.

Was she trying to make things worse between him and his wife?

Her face turned serious as she lit back on Anna. “But isn’t that selflessness one of the things you love best about him? That he was willing to do something that would save others with no regard for himself? The fact he didn’t want anyone else hurt just underscores the wonderful man you fell in love with, doesn’t it?”

Okay, maybe she wasn’t trying to sabotage his marriage after all. 

Anna let out a tortured breath and then turned back to him. With a swift swipe across her wet cheeks, whatever she’d been about to say was interrupted as a small team of white-coated individuals entered the room without knocking.

“Ah. You’re awake,” the oldest of the group said as he came toward the bed. “Good. It’s about time.”

Fifty-ish, bald, jowly, Tucker assessed the man through his hazy vision. Great voice, though. Soothing and commanding at the same time. He was obviously the alpha because the group followed behind him like an entourage, clipboards clasped in hands, looks of eager expectation on their faces.

“Dr. Eddleston.” Anna rose, Kella offering a quick hand to help right her. 

“Mrs. Petrie, please sit down. Now is the time to rest before you can’t find a moment to do so.” He smiled.

“Listen to the man, sweetie,” Kella said. “He’s a doctor. He knows what he’s talking about.”

Eddleston’s smile went lopsided. “Thirty years in medicine can’t compete with living through five pregnancies with my wife. Rest now, so you can remember what it’s like in the future.”

His gaze shifted to Tucker. “Agent Petrie, I’m Elias Eddleston. I’m the guy who put your wrist back together in the OR. And it wasn’t easy.”

Tucker tried to nod, but the collar prevented it.

“I don’t have to ask how you feel because I can see the pain all over your face,” the doctor said. “But scale it for me, anyway. From one to ten, where’s the hand and arm?”

Tucker liked the man for his forthrightness. “Twenty,” he said, trying to take a full breath but unable to. “That goes for the rest of me, too.”

Eddleston’s grin grew. “Not surprising. It’s amazing you got away with the relatively few injuries you did. You’re gonna be sore for a while and staying in bed won’t help. Now that you’re awake, I want you up as soon as possible. Sit in a chair. Take deep breaths. Last thing we want is for you to get pneumonia from inactivity. And speaking of, let’s have a listen.” He tugged a stethoscope from his lab coat and went about a brief exam.

Lungs, heart, abdomen, eyes.

With a nod when he was done, he said, “So, let me tell you what I did to your wrist.”

Thirty minutes later, after first examining the surgically repaired hand and a detailed medical discussion Tucker knew he’d forget most of, the orthopedic surgeon and his minions left with a promise to come around again in the morning and a reminder to get up as soon as he could.

“Apparently,” Kella said when the three of them were alone again, “he’s the best on the East Coast. You’re in good hands, Tuck.” She laughed and added, “No pun. Sorry.”

“You’re not funny,” he said, his eyes growing heavy.

“Some people think I’m hilarious.”

“Some people are wrong.” He closed his eyes, exhaustion creeping in to join the pain. “Sorry,” he managed to say. “Tired.”

A hand snaked into his. Batting his eyes open, he brought his wife into view. The anger had flown along with the tears, to leave worry now jumping across her face like a sprinter.

“S-sorry,” he said, the word taking its time to finish. “I know you’re angry.”

“Not so much angry as terrified.” She lifted his hand and kissed the knuckles, careful to avoid the IV line insertion site. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you so soon after finding you.”

His eyes felt as if weights had been attached to them. “Can’t get rid of me that easy.” He lost the battle to keep them open. “Sorry.”

“I love you.”

“Love you more.” He took the sensation of her lips caressing his hand down into unconsciousness with him.
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April 18, 2026

Private residence, Washington, D.C. suburb

3 p.m



An angry, guttural cry accompanied the slam of the laptop.

Petrie was alive.

How? How had he lived? Who survived a car crash at speeds of almost one hundred miles an hour?

Rising, the need to walk off the anger was great.

The online news report gave bare bones about the accident that had tied up the Capital Beltway for over four hours. No deaths occurred, but one person was airlifted to GWU. 

That one person was Tucker Petrie. 

Hands flying across the keyboard, a few strokes pulled up a recent celebrity e-zine.

At one time, Petrie had been a media darling the FBI trotted out in front of cameras whenever a new case grabbed national headlines for the SPCD. His comments, commentary and evaluations of child predators and psychological profiles were fodder for a hungry niche of true crime enthusiasts. Since leaving the SPCD he was no longer in the media spotlight. But despite that, when his name appeared in the public eye, it got hits.

Hundreds of thousands of hits.

The newsflash detailed he’d been taken to surgery and was now recovering.

Shit. Petrie should be on a cold slab in the morgue.

Why wasn’t he?

Everything had gone according to plan. After surveilling the man for two weeks, his routine had been easy to establish. Getting close enough to kill? Not so much. The man worked and went home, his car always parked in a secured area of the FBI or behind the gates of his fortress-like home. That's it.

No side trips to coffee shops. No dining out. No midday trips for takeout lunch.

There was no way to make his death look accidental. Bellow’s funeral had been the perfect venue to finally get close enough. While Petrie stood with the mourners, the brake line on his precious Mercedes was meticulously sliced. Not a direct cut in half because the car would give out too soon. Timing was imperative and speed needed to be a factor. It wouldn’t do for him to be traveling basic streets where his speed would fluctuate. Petrie needed to be driving fast for a crash to have the most damage, the utmost effect: his death. If he stayed in habit-mode, which, apparently, he never deviated from, he’d leave the cemetery and head back to the FBI. Highway speeds the entire time.

Perfect.

Not so perfect, though, because the bastard was alive.

Now a new plan was needed. Go to the next name on the list? Or finish with Petrie before moving forward?

Conundrums on top of challenges.

Petrie would be in the hospital, recovering, for a while. Getting close was…doable. But risky. Risk had to be planned for.

So. Move on to the next name. Circle back to Petrie in the future.

Refocus and reorganize. Petrie would be dealt with in time.

Opening the laptop again, the next name was typed into the search engine. A face battered by age and a job that never brought joy sailed across the screen. 

“This one should be easier.”
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April 20, 2026

GWU Hospital, room 312

2 p.m.



Kella’s mind never stopped working, a condition labeled a curse by her husband and a blessing by Tucker Petrie, her onetime partner and lifetime friend. Before leaving the FBI, she’d perpetually been in profiler-mode, her brain running through suspect details and a killer’s motivations. As a wife and mother of four, she still used her skills to determine the root causes of her children’s behavior and utilized every tool in her arsenal to create calm out of chaos.

While Tucker obeyed his physician’s order and sat in the reclining chair in his private hospital room, eyes closed, operative arm elevated on a pillow, neck collar still in place, Kella moved. Anna had gone home to change and shower and had pleaded with Kella to stay with her husband when the former agent offered to drive her.

“I don’t want him to be alone,” Anna said, worrying a corner of her lip between her top and bottom teeth.

Kella, a triple Ph.D. in psychological forensics, human behavior and motivation, plus criminalistics, knew Anna, because of the crash, was terrified of her husband dying. Even though the chance was practically nil that he’d die in the hospital, Kella understood the request. She was married to an ex-cop. The fear of something bad happening – anything and everything – never went away.

With a quick squeeze to Anna’s hand, she promised to stay put.

“But I draw the line at bedpan duty,” Kella quipped. “I’ll call one of the nurses for that.”

Anna kissed her cheek and promised she’d be back as soon as she could.

While Tucker snoozed, Kella paced.

And thought.

Tucker was an amazing driver and could have qualified for NASCAR competitions if he’d had the desire to race cars for a living. Thankfully, he hadn’t.

She’d driven with him enough times during their professional partnership, chasing down leads and suspects, to know that in high adrenaline situations like a car chase, he remained calm, logical, and evaluative to the point of robotic. She wasn’t surprised his thought had been to prevent others from being hurt when he slammed his car into the guardrail. 

What did surprise her was the report she’d just read concerning the car.

Anna, even though she’d been a basket case when she’d initially called Kella after the crash, told her that she’d requested the car be evaluated at the FBI’s forensic lab. Since Tucker recently had it serviced, his wife didn’t want the same people assessing it. The thought they’d done something negligent was uppermost in her mind, and she was afraid they would try to deny it to avoid any hint of wrongdoing, carelessness, or legal repercussions.

Kella agreed on every point, so the car was sent to the forensics lab with a rush-results requisition.

The results had just been emailed to Anna, and she’d cc’d them to Kella.

The final report? The car was in excellent condition except for a slice through the brake line, cause unknown.

Cause unknown, but the analyst had written it was precise and done with something sharp. Not cut all the way through, but enough that with use, the line would drain and the potential for an accident when the vehicle needed to stop was apparent. The unwritten and unspoken implication that it wasn’t a rock or any kind of road debris was evident. Nothing had sliced the line unintentionally.

So, if it wasn’t happenstance, it was…deliberate.

Which was why Kella’s brain was currently in analytical and assessing mode.

She made a mental note to ask Anna if any fluid leakage stains were in the garage where Tucker routinely parked the car. She doubted it because Tucker was the most car-fastidious person she knew and would have investigated if he’d found any. So, if not, then the line had been cut after he’d left home. 

“I can hear you thinking from here,” Tucker said from his chair. Eyes still closed, he squirmed, then winced, obviously in pain.

“One of the nurses came in a few minutes ago and said the neurologist and Eddleston had conferred and agreed you’re out of the danger zone for any kind of concussive issues. You can have something stronger for the pain. She asked me to call her when you were awake.”

Slowly, and to her mind, tortuously, Tucker opened his eyes. “Needing and wanting are two different things.”

Kella smiled and dropped her hands on her trim hips. “You are such a pain in the ass, you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.” He let out a careful breath, then adjusted his arm on the pillow.

“Tuck, take something, even if it’s just for the next day or so. Your surgery is fresh, you’re swollen, and your body is a road map of abuse. You don’t need to be a martyr.”

“The last thing I am is a martyr. I don’t want to take anything that’s going to cloud my brain. You know I hate feeling fuzzy.”

With a nod, she approached the chair and sat down on the edge of the bed, facing him. She's known him since she was a child and was aware of the reason for his abhorrence to pain killers, mood altering drugs, and narcotics. Tucker’s mother had become addicted to them after Tucker’s twin brother was abducted by a predator and then killed. She couldn’t cope with the guilt, the loss, the physical and emotional pain, and had succumbed to living in the world numbed and sedated until her grief finally killed her last year.

“I think you can have something like extra-strength Tylenol, though. That’ll take the edge off, at least.”

A simple flick of his eyes, and she knew she wasn’t going to sway him. Kella prided herself on being a flexible thinker. Tucker was her complete opposite.

“You were pacing,” he said after a few moments. “You only do that when you’re working out a problem. What were you thinking about?”

“How do you know I was pacing? Your eyes were shut, and I was quiet.”

He gave her a speaking glance.

She debated telling him about the brakes, rationalizing that Anna should be the one to do so since she’d been the one to request the analysis. But she knew Tucker. Probably better than anyone else alive, including his wife. If he hadn’t done so already, he would soon begin to question why they'd failed. Now that his body had rid itself of the anesthesia’s mind-neutering effects and he could think clearly once again, he’d try to understand what happened. 

The decision to tell him was halted when Anna came back into the room.

“You look refreshed,” Kella said with a smile. 

A quick lifting of her lips to acknowledge the compliment, then Anna turned her attention to her husband, her concerned gaze raking from his head to his propped arm. “How’s the pain?” She bent to kiss his cheek.

“Bearable.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” she said as she plopped down in front of him into the chair Kella dragged across the room for her. 

Kella excused herself to allow them some privacy, but before she could leave, Anna stopped her.

“Did you tell him?”

She didn’t need to explain the question.

“No.”

“Tell me what?”

Anna took as big a breath as she could manage with her pregnancy belly harboring anything truly deep and peered intently at her husband. “I had your car sent to the bureau vehicle lab.”

The slight widening of his eyes was his only response.

“Your brake line was sliced, Tuck. That’s why you crashed.”

His expression never changed; his breathing didn’t deepen; his entire body remained still. Someone not acquainted with Tucker Petrie would assume the news didn't faze him.

But Kella did know him. Add to that she was an expert in human behavior, and she easily understood what this news meant to him. His pupils constricted ever so slightly, the blue of his irises now starker against the bruising around his orbits. His jaw, a sculptor’s wet dream of hard granite and a perfect square in shape, ticked as his back teeth ground down. Even with the soft cast covering most of his bruised nose the delicate flaring of his nostrils told her he wasn’t having difficulty breathing, but assessing what his wife had just told him.

“It wasn’t an accident.” Anna leaned forward as much as she could and threaded her fingers into his uncasted hand. 

Tucker winced again as he slid into the hold. Anna placed her free hand over theirs, cocooning them together.

She took another breath.

“Someone tried to kill you, Tucker.”
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“Anna.” 

“Don’t use that tone with me, Tucker Petrie”. 

He squeezed her hand, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Sweetheart—”

“No.” Anna pulled her hand from his, leaned back in the chair and rested both arms over her belly. Eyes flashing her displeasure, she said, “I know exactly what you’re going to say. I’m crazy. I’m overreacting. The pregnancy hormones are making me see bad things that aren’t there. I’m highly emotional, overly concerned, worried for no reason.” She ran out of breath and stopped.

Tuck took the quiet opportunity to say, “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

From her position leaning against the opposite wall, Kella snorted.

Both speared her with glares.

“Sorry,” she said. 

“Sweetheart.” Tucker’s gaze softened as he held his hand out for his wife’s and wiggled his fingers. The wince that pulled at the corners of his eyes indicated his pain level, but he disregarded it.  Anna shook her head, rolled her shoulders, and then slipped her hand back into his as she sighed. “What made you want to send the car to the lab instead of to Enzo?”

“He’d just serviced it and gave it a glowing report,” she stated. 

“Okay, but mistakes can happen. Maybe he missed something.”

“Tucker, your car dealer is more anal about your car than you are.”

Kella hid her grin behind her hand.

“You know they never miss anything. Anything. I think sometimes they come up with things they find wrong just to charge you more.”

“Enzo wouldn’t do that. But, okay,” he added quickly when she made to protest, “I’ll give you that it was just serviced and you were suspicious. But was that the only reason?”

She dropped her gaze to their joined hands, her lips twisting to one side.

“Tell me,” he commanded, voice soft.

Reluctance wafted off her body as she said, “I had…a, well… a feeling something wasn’t right. When you called me from the car. I…felt it. Here.” She laid a hand over her stomach.

“A feeling?”

She nodded.

“Like last month when you thought the gardener was filming you through the window and you made me confront him, only to find out he was face timing his daughter?”

Anna looked down.

“Or last week when you had a dream your mother was kidnapped by a drug cartel and you called her in the middle of the night only to find out she was in bed with your dad snoring next to her? That kind of feeling?”

Anna’s shoulders lifted as she tried to inhale. “You’re making me sound crazy but—”

“I’ve already said I don’t think you’re crazy. But I do think your hormones are all out of whack from the pregnancy, and your emotions, even you’ll have to admit, have been a little...labile lately.”

“I don’t think I was acting emotional or hormonal to want your car examined by a disinterested third party.” The force behind her statement jarred him.

“There’s no part of my relationship with the FBI where either of us can be considered a disinterested third party, and that includes my car in the mix.” Tucker said.

Anna tsked. “I didn’t want the same people who serviced your car to find something they missed and potentially deny it, that’s all.”

“Anna—”

“You could have died, Tucker!”

Her voice echoed around the room as if she’d screamed from a mountaintop.

Tucker’s lips pressed together firmly as his shoulders lifted, then dropped again.

Kella couldn’t see Anna’s face but had no doubt there were tears in her eyes. The catch in her throat as her pitch rose proved it.

“Anna—”

“Tuck—”

Each stopped speaking and Kella saw the opportunity she’d been looking for.

“Both of you,” she pushed off the wall, “stop.”

She moved between them, standing to the side of their chairs, first glancing down at Anna, then Tucker. The cervical collar made it difficult for him to look her in the eye at the angle she stood, so she shifted until he could see her face. Now, both their attentions were focused solely on her.

“What Anna did makes perfect sense, no matter what the reason she did it. The entire world of people who know you know that your car is an extension of you.”

“That’s not flattering,” he said.

“But true. And you know it.” She pointed her index finger at him. “You asked what I was thinking about when I was pacing before Anna came in. It was this.” She held her hands open at her sides. “She’d emailed me the copy of the analyst report. The brake line was severed, not all the way through, but enough to cause an accident while driving. When the fluid ran out, there’d be no way to stop the car. No way that didn’t involve a potentially catastrophic accident if you were going at any speeds higher than allowed  by law.”

She let that sink through for a moment. Tucker’s face was impassive as always, but she knew he was dissecting what she’d just said.

“It’s not too much of a stretch to consider that if someone sliced your brake line they did it with the intention to cause you harm. Maybe even,” she glanced for a second at Anna, “kill you.”

Kella laid a hand on his shoulder. “You’re an FBI agent, Tuck. And a famous one, at that. Your face has been offered up to the public a ridiculous number of times over the past twenty-odd years. You’ve solved some horrifying cases, and I can imagine there’s any number of people who want you dead.”

“Too many,” Anna piped in.

Tucker blinked several times. The cervical collar made it difficult to nod or shake his head. If he hadn’t been wearing it she knew he’d indicate for her to continue, to take her thought to fruition. When they were partners, he’d always listened to her and used her in turn for a sounding board. He’d take what she was about to say seriously.

“You have to consider, especially after reading the lab’s report-which I encourage you to do-that this was done with intent by someone who wanted you injured at the least and dead at the most. It just makes logical sense.”

“What she said.” Anna’s eyes, still brimming with worried tears, now swiped her hand across her cheeks and nodded.

His gaze drifted from Kella’s face, to his wife’s, then back to his ex-partner’s.

“Your gut is telling you this wasn’t an accident?” he asked Kella.

With a nod, she added, “And you know my gut has never been wrong.”

On anyone else, including his wife, that statement would have sounded like conceit. Not from Kella. She had an uncanny sense, almost extrasensory at times, to see patterns where there was pandemonium; to discover the calm in chaos; to find logic in the nonsensical.

When they’d worked together, he’d never ignored her when she’s started a sentence with, “I’ve got a feeling…”

A sudden overwhelming exhaustion lifted from his core. He’d been in the chair for almost an hour and longed to stretch back out in the hospital bed. Uncomfortable though the bed was, his legs ached to be in a non-dependent position.

“You’re getting tired,” Anna said, reading his mind yet again. “Let’s get you back in bed.”

She rose, but Kella stopped her. “Let the nursing staff do it. You shouldn’t be lifting anything heavier than a flower petal, and Tucker’s a solid wall of muscle.” She rang the wall bell and almost instantly, two staff members entered the room.

Once Tucker was settled, his arm elevated, the pillows fixed behind his head, Anna sat again and said, “Tucker, we need to do something about this.”

He opened his eyes. “And by do something you mean investigate.”

She nodded, even though it wasn’t a question. 

“If the endgame was to kill you,” Kella said, “that didn’t happen, and the person or persons responsible will try again. Anna’s right. We need to get ahead of this. Try and figure out who targeted you, and why.”

“I can’t actively look into something or use my team on this,” he told them with a sigh. “It’s against policy to use resources for personal issues. The director, even if he agreed with the assumption—”

“Fact,” Anna said.

“—that I was targeted, would prohibit me from investigating. The conflict of interest is only one of the reasons he would cite.” A yawn bubbled up and escaped before he could contain it. “Sorry.” Another yawn. 

“Get some rest.” Anna rose and, bending over him, kissed his cheek. “And let the staff give you something for the pain. Please, Tuck.”

“Don’t need it.” His words slurred together as his lids closing turned everything black.

“Too damn stubborn for your own good,” was the last thing he heard before he was out again. 
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