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        Ten years ago

      

      

      

      Officer Roger O’Connell pulled the radio car to the curb outside the Quick Sip. His partner, the rookie he’d been tasked with training, Officer Davey Turnbull, shifted in his seat. Nervous.

      “Let’s go.” Roger shoved his door open. “Stay behind me.”

      Try not to shoot me in the back. Roger flipped off the siren but left the lights flashing. He slammed the car door and immediately heard a scream.

      He pulled his duty weapon from its holster and pushed the door to the gas station open. “Benson Police Department!”

      “Go away!”

      Roger followed the voice to the far side of the Quick Sip. The call had come in for a man with a gun. No shots fired, possibly mentally unstable. Those were the calls Roger always had prioritized to him—since he’d started to see a pattern in street patrols. He’d been doing this long enough that he could call in favors, do some digging on his own.

      If he found evidence of something, he would kick it upstairs. Until then, he kept his eyes open.

      Something was going on in Benson.

      No one at the Veterans Affairs medical center or the local hospital could answer his questions. They didn’t seem to be aware of a rash of older men who should be on medication, or even in treatment programs, that were out on the streets instead and not in those programs. He’d dug quietly so far, putting together suspicion until he was ready with the evidence to present an actual case.

      Would this be the missing piece he needed?

      Discovering the connection in these cases wouldn’t help him figure out how to get his son Liam to call him from deployment, or how to get his younger boys, Conrad and Rory, to clean their room. But it would be a step in the right direction for Benson. A way to make the world his boys lived in a better place.

      Officer Turnbull said, “I’ll go right.”

      Roger glanced over once at the guy’s retreating form. He might not make it as a cop if he didn’t get a handle on those nerves.

      A couple of people crouched at the end of the aisle. Roger said, “Get them out.” Then he headed for whoever had answered his callout. “I’m Officer O’Connell. I’m here to help.”

      He stepped past the Pringles all lined up on the shelf and peered at the front register. An employee hunkered behind the desk, wide-eyed. Young, maybe early twenties, the guy had greasy hair and a salmon-colored T-shirt. The way he stared, he probably wanted a show of force. Roger’s tactic was not to come in with guns blazing and save the day. This young man might want Roger to shoot first and then start with the follow-up questions, but so much of policing was about going slow, looking for ways to defuse a situation until there was no other choice but to use force.

      “Sir?”

      The man in front of the counter swung around. He had a Glock in one hand and wore only plain white boxers with tube socks and black slides. Long hair to his shoulders flew everywhere and matched his wild eyes.

      Roger held his gun angled down. “How’s it going?”

      He always went for defusing first. Never escalation.

      Hopefully, Officer Turnbull was currently getting people out of the Quick Sip to safety. The kid wanted to be a hero, so that should suit him just fine.

      Kind of reminded Roger of his son Liam, all wild and determined to save the world. So much determination and strength. It made him proud even if his oldest didn’t want to be a cop. No, he’d rather traipse around the world with his Marine buddies.

      “I’m Roger.” He lifted his chin. “What’s your name?”

      The guy thought for a second. His mouth worked. Finally he said, “Will.”

      “All right. It’s nice to meet you, Will.” Roger scanned the tattoos that covered most of the man’s exposed skin. “Marines?”

      Will nodded.

      “My son is a marine.” Roger gave his battalion and company numbers.

      Will seemed confused about how to respond.

      “I have a problem here, Will.” Roger took a step toward him. “I need you to hand over that gun you have. There’s a lot of scared people in here. I think you and I make them nervous.”

      Will looked down at his hand, seemingly surprised he had a gun.

      “They just want to go about their day.” Roger paused. “How about you give me the gun, and we let them get back to their lives?” Roger took another half step. “We can get some coffee. Talk.”

      “What is there to talk about?” Every muscle in Will’s torso stood out, evidence of his tension. “You think you can help me?”

      “I can certainly try.” Roger let that sink in. “You gonna let me do that?”

      Will eyed him.

      “I need your help. So these people can stop being scared.”

      “That won’t happen.” A defensive look crept into Will’s expression.

      He thought there was something worth being scared about? Something regular folk should be concerned by…which could be anything. “Even still.” Roger held out one hand and motioned with his fingers. “I need you to give me that gun.”

      The young guy behind the counter ducked out of sight. Roger didn’t blame him. There were at least six people in here and more who had run outside. Was anyone hurt?

      He needed to contain the assailant so he could find out. The difference between a successful resolution and a tragic catastrophe often rested on a knife-edge, ready to tip one way or the other in a split second. What he did next could mean the difference between life and death for the people in here—or himself and his partner, or the assailant.

      “Will, can you tell me what there is to be scared about?”

      Will stared at him. “Can’t get no help. Can’t get no freedom.”

      “From who?”

      “Those commies still takin’ everythin’. Can’t get no help.”

      “I’ll help you.” Roger took another step, still several feet back. “Give me the gun.”

      Will glanced to the side, down the aisle. “You’re a liar. You’re not gonna help.”

      “I am, but you have to trust me. I’m not going to let you down.” Roger needed him to hand over the weapon, so he said again, “No one is going to hurt you. We’re only here to help.”

      Will kept staring behind him. Roger started to turn. To see if Officer Turnbull stood there.

      Will said, “You’re not going to help. You’re one of them, sent to take me out.”

      A gun went off. The guy behind the counter screamed.

      Officer Turnbull had fired. Roger twisted back around to see what had happened to the employee. Will shoved at him, and they both started to fall. Pain exploded in Roger’s back. He hit the floor, and the world swam around him.

      Another shot. He hadn’t recognized there had been another shot.

      Not until it was too late.
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      A second before the elevator doors slid closed, a manicured hand waved between, and they retracted. Roxanne sighed. Maybe next time she would make the ride up to the Cold Cases floor of Vanguard Private Security alone, but not this morning.

      She lifted her coffee cup to her lips and smiled politely as a prim young woman stepped in. Tight skirt and blouse, a light jacket, and designer purse. She eyed Roxanne and blinked, barely stifling the reaction.

      Yeah, you look great, too. Roxanne had been a marine for years, and she’d never quite let go of having her hair tied back—today it was in two braids. She’d also never quite let go of carrying a pack or wearing pants with pockets that could actually hold things. Functional trumped stylish any day, even if she looked like a casually dressed operator rather than someone who worked in a corporate office.

      If she came in wearing a skirt and heels, the guys in Cold Cases would have heart attacks. She preferred to save those outfits for undercover work. At night. On street corners.

      Otherwise, it was flats and clothes she could fight in because it wasn’t worth getting caught off guard and leaving herself vulnerable.

      Again.

      Ms. Prim and Proper looked down her nose, then jabbed the button for the main office. “Good morning.”

      “Hey.” Roxie took another sip of her coffee.

      Ms. Prim and Proper eyed Roxie one more time. Couldn’t help it. Needed to get an up-close look.

      Take it in, you get one shot.

      Roxie tensed her arm to fight the need to brush hair in front of her ear to cover the scar on the side of her face that stretched from her part down her hairline to her ear.

      One shot.

      It was what she’d given Mark. Now it was her turn.

      The other woman smiled. “I’m Lena, by the way.”

      Ah. She nodded. “Roxanne. Cold Cases.” So, this was Lena. It made sense now that she got a look at the woman—which might sound harsh, but she’d heard the story.

      “I’m Clare’s assistant.”

      Roxie nearly said, “Good for you.”

      Peter Olson, a young guy she worked with in Cold Cases, had told her all about how Lena two-timed him and his twin brother, Simon, who worked in tech. She’d dated both, strung them along, and caused the twins to be at odds. Simon was still affected by it, while Peter had fallen for a young woman on an operation over the summer. He and Selena had survived a hijacked cruise ship, and now they were dating.

      The guy even had a picture of her on his desk.

      Roxanne’s summer had been less high risk, training with a search and rescue school that taught dog handling. She’d left that career path behind for reasons that were best unsaid. Sure, she’d gotten certified, but she hadn’t chosen a dog—though, she was on their “call” list in case they needed additional help for anything.

      Tessa, the trainer she’d worked with, had texted to check in, but Roxanne hadn’t called back. After what happened with River and Tessa, and their dogs, she just couldn’t pretend everything was fine.

      When the doors opened on Roxie’s floor, she offered a “Have a good day” over her shoulder and headed for Cold Cases.

      Not many employees ventured onto this floor. Most worked out of the main office where Clare—the Vanguard CEO—could be a part of the day-to-day work. This floor took a more “boots on the ground” approach to their work.

      Locker room. Break room. A small gym, separate from the training gym upstairs that had its own floor. They had a bullpen with banks of computers. Whiteboard walls they could brainstorm all over when they needed to figure out where to find a lead, and other walls covered with open cases and success stories. Like the west wall, which now had a picture of local PD Officer River Gaines under a sign that said SOLVED.

      Peter was the one who had solved that, figuring out the identity of the cop who had been found as a child with no idea who he was and no parents. Since Roxie had met him and was friends with the woman River had fallen for—Tessa, the search and rescue trainer—the case had thankfully been put to rest.

      She sipped her coffee and headed for her desk in an alcove because that was the spot she had chosen where she could see all the exits.

      Roxie fired up her computer. No new emails in response to her inquiries about the case she was really here to solve—the missing woman she was trying to locate. Even though the lady was likely already dead, answers were still out there.

      Then she would have what she needed to move on with her life.

      “Meeting in five!” Bob Davis spoke so fast, calling out across the office, that he’d ducked back into his office before she ever saw his face. Just a blur at the corner of her vision.

      She locked her computer so no one could access her profile without her password.

      The screen darkened, and she stared at the outline of her own reflection. She couldn’t see the scars, the years of military shadow in her eyes, or the pain of so many mistakes. If her parents were still alive, they would be ashamed of her. Most of the time, she tried not to be ashamed of herself, though it was hard.

      Then there was a certain SWAT sergeant who made her time in the marines predominantly fond memories of time spent with him. And yet now those were the worst of all her memories when coupled with what might have been. Never would be now was a kind of sweet torture.

      Probably a pointless dream, anyway.

      What was the use of worrying about something that never was when she had something more pressing to take care of?

      Roxie pushed away all those distractions. She needed to be mission focused, like the single-minded days of deployment with her unit in Kandahar. Distractions got you killed—something she’d learned the hard way. Even praying God would save her hadn’t worked. She’d made her own way out, struggled and bled, and finally crawled to safety.

      She left her coffee and headed for the briefing room, which had a huge conference table and nine chairs.

      Six were occupied. Bob Davis, the department chair, was a former cop who had served a prison sentence for charges related to police corruption. He’d done his time and was now elbow deep in his second chance at making the world a better place.

      Peter, twenty-three or twenty-four, had been hired by Clare, along with his twin, as an alternative to serving a sentence for hacking. The other four, she hadn’t met more than to say hi in the week since she had been officially brought on as an employee.

      “Have a seat.” Bob motioned to Peter, who hit a button on his laptop, which was connected to the screen on the wall. “This week’s highlight is a ten-year-old case. I’ll walk you through it in a second, but I’m going to assign it to Roxanne to tackle. Good way to get your feet wet, and I’ll be around to assist if needed. Though, for the most part, you’ll just read through the files and follow up with the officers to start with. Talk to whoever you can.”

      Roxie nodded. Everyone else had a case, but she was new. Bob liked to walk them through investigations, mostly what private citizens brought to them, because the police didn’t have the time or resources to look into cold cases. Bob had connections in the prosecutor’s office and the PD, though most of them didn’t much want to talk with a former dirty cop even if he had served his time.

      Peter’s connection ran a little stronger, with his sister now married to a Benson PD detective.

      Roxanne hadn’t even mentioned her personal connection to the SWAT sergeant. She didn’t plan to bring it up. Ever.

      On the screen behind Bob, a photo came up—then another right beside it. Both were of the same man. In one, he was wearing a military uniform and very much alive. The other was a picture from the morgue.

      “He was a marine?” She sat up straighter in her chair.

      Some cases were never solved, tragically. Some missing people didn’t want to be found, or circumstances meant they couldn’t be. Roxanne wasn’t going to let that stop her from getting answers.

      She stared at the marine’s picture. Was that the reason Bob had assigned it to her, because they shared a commonality?

      Bob said, “His death was ten years ago. He was receiving treatment at a private clinic that works with the VA. Earlier that week, he had an altercation with the police, and one officer was killed during that. But the dead guy was found three days later in an alley. Reported as an overdose, but I’m not sure I buy it. There are marks indicating he was restrained.”

      Roxie frowned. “He wasn’t arrested after killing the cop?”

      One of her coworkers sitting on her left flipped a page in the paper file in front of him. “Looks like he ran off in the confusion. Got away. The partner tried to save the officer’s life.”

      Peter said, “The deceased officer is the father of a friend of mine, so I’d like to help figure out what happened.”

      Roxie nodded. “We could work it together.”

      Bob rapped his knuckles on the table. “Fine by me. I’d like to find out if someone murdered the cop killer.”

      When he put it like that, it almost sounded like a nonstarter. Wouldn’t killing the man responsible for a cop’s death be a good thing? Might be that the police department didn’t want this stone overturned. Perhaps one of their officers had cleaned up the situation and never reported that they got revenge.

      Not exactly procedure.

      She’d have to ask Peter about that later. But for now, she said, “Why do we believe it was murder rather than simply accidental? Didn’t you say overdose?”

      Bob worked his mouth around. “Call it a hunch.” He wrapped his knuckles on the table again. “Everyone else has cases to work, so let’s go around, and you can tell me where you’re at.”

      The guy to her left closed the file. Roxie pulled it over to her, so she could hang on to it. While they talked, she flipped open the case.

      Halfway down the page, she spotted the name of the deceased police officer.

      Roger O’Connell.

      Roxie winced. She couldn’t work this case. Not if she had to talk to Liam, which she would have to in order to explore all possible leads.

      Why couldn’t she catch a break just once in her life?
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      Liam O’Connell pressed down on the gas pedal, both hands grasping the wheel. Lights and sirens going. It was quiet in the passenger seat, where Officer Blake Reed sat, and in the back, where he had Officer Jasper Hollingsworth and two guys from patrol they’d been training a few months now so they could be on-call SWAT officers rather than full-time.

      The SUV in front of them kept going the same way they were, completely ignoring the lights and sirens Liam had on.

      “Oh no.” Liam moved forward in his seat.

      Someone in the back said, “Told you,” in a low voice. “He always knows when something is about to go down. Before it even happens.”

      Liam ignored the comment and kept his focus on the gray SUV. The driver swerved to the curb, sideswiped a parked car, and came to a stop at an angle with one tire on the curb. The car’s position completely nixed Liam’s ability to see the driver’s door. To approach he’d have to get out and expose himself to weapons fire.

      “Get me eyes on the car.”

      Jasper grabbed his handle. “On it.”

      The guy operated their drone, which would give Liam eyes inside, even thermal imaging. They needed to know if there was more than the driver inside.

      He cracked his door. The others climbed out and got into position behind him.

      Liam approached the back corner of the car and called out, “Morgan Alakov, get out of the car with your hands up. You are under arrest.”

      A slew of accented expletives came as the suspect’s answer.

      Liam had his rifle ready and the paperwork in his pocket. “We have a warrant for your arrest. Exit the vehicle slowly with your hands where I can see them.”

      Cars driving past slowed to watch. Someone from the cafe and the laundromat next to it came to their windows. Liam tuned it all out. The patrol officers on the team had been trained to push back on civilians getting too close. He needed to know the Russian wasn’t going to fire on anyone.

      He used a lower tone to say, “Hollingsworth, where’s my drone?”

      “Deploying now.” The whiz of the drone followed Jasper’s comment.

      The drone flew over their vehicle, then over the SUV where it hovered above the hood.

      Jasper said, “I’ve got someone in the back seat.”

      “Copy that.” Liam took a step, exposing himself on the left side of the car, in an effort to draw the suspect’s attention. “Morgan Alakov, get out of the car with your hands in view. We have a warrant for your arrest.” To his teammates, he said, “Get them out on the right side.”

      Blake would be first on that, guiding the other officers to the rear door on the right in order to extract the second person—whether they were an accomplice or an innocent. Either way, they would get a shot at getting out of this.

      “Morgan Alakov, open the door and step out.” Liam watched the door and the surroundings. “Comply or we will use force.” It was better if the suspect opened the door himself. Ideally, Alakov would come to Liam peacefully and surrender himself to be arrested.

      “What are you doing?” the suspect yelled. “What’s that drone doing? I don’t wanna get scanned. That thing is scanning me! It’s infringing on my rights!”

      “We have a warrant for your arrest. Get out of the car slowly with your hands up.” In a lower voice, for the benefit of the officers they were training, he said, “I could do this all day.”

      Someone’s chuckle came back to him across the radio channel.

      Morale was good. But not for much longer. He needed to tell Officer Blake Reed and Officer Jasper Hollingsworth that their SWAT team was being disbanded thanks to budget cuts. Their team was being moved from full-time to a collateral team—officers who worked within other departments and were on call for SWAT.

      He’d need to get Jasper and Blake settled with other squads and find a position for himself as a sergeant.

      What department would be a good fit? There were no open spots in intelligence. Jasper and Blake could take the detective exam and build their futures. He could go back to patrol or work in training. He had options.

      Things would be different in the future, no matter how he felt about change. It wasn’t his strong suit—and he knew he should pray through it. Life didn’t come with a guarantee, or a manual. But like the PD, it came with best practices, standards to adhere to, and ways they could ensure things turned out the best they could—at least as far as it was in his power to accomplish.

      The engine of the Russian’s vehicle revved. He couldn’t let this guy run again.

      “Drone on the tires, Jas.” He had an official way of saying it, but they’d been working together long enough they had their own shorthand. A few seconds later, he heard one tire hiss out air, and then the drone flew around the back of the SUV.

      “What is that alien thing doing? Get it out of here!” Alakov yelled.

      The drone poked out all the tires, so the suspect couldn’t drive away. Liam could also shoot out the wing mirrors, but if he could distract the driver, then Blake could get the second person out.

      Liam said, “Move in.”

      Lord, guide my steps here. My words.

      He took a step since being visible to the driver meant he wasn’t looking at the passenger side—where Blake headed for the rear door—and repeated his command.

      The rear door could be locked or unlocked.

      Lord, help us.

      He took another step. “You’re under arrest.”

      “Approaching the passenger side.” The notification came from Blake through his headphones.

      Liam stepped out wide so he’d be able to see in the window. The suspect was low-level and Russian-connected. The brother of a guy they’d brought in months ago, who had lawyered up and refused to talk.

      Now they needed to talk to Morgan. The arrest warrant was for multiple counts of domestic battery as well as possession with intent to sell. He’d evaded custody so far, but if they got him in an interrogation room they could flip him with a deal to give them information on the Russians above him in the hierarchy.

      They needed to take down the whole organization. That would start with finding probable cause for a search warrant. Getting into the organization’s financials. Their business practices.

      It was the only way to prove it was Nico Obolensky’s brother, Raphi, who had set the bomb that took out the old man, their uncle, a few months ago. He wanted to find the men who were accomplices in the shooting of Benson PD Officer River Gaines, and the injury of his dog. Both had retired since then. Liam owed it to them to work this case.

      Underlying that motivation were the Russians’ dealings with his own family. The fact he and Raphi had been duking it out since Liam joined the force six years ago—following in his father’s footsteps. They’d dogged his dad’s steps through his career.

      “Step out of the car!” Liam took another step, gaining ground. The suspect could pull a weapon, shoot at them. He was looking around, thinking. Trying to come up with a way out of this. “Hands where I can see them.”

      The suspect raised his hands above the ledge so Liam could see his fingers.

      “It’s over. Get out.” Liam held his weapon ready but not pointed at the suspect. He wasn’t going to shoot the guy. He’d rather use the stun gun on his belt first if force was necessary.

      He unsnapped the clip but didn’t slide the stun gun out.

      A woman yelped. The suspect started to yell. Liam shouted again for compliance.

      “Got her.” That was Blake.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” The suspect, still in the front seat of the car, now started to climb toward the back.

      Liam directed the second officer to open the door, then he grabbed the suspect’s shirt and dragged him out of the car. “You’re under arrest.”

      “Get off me! Karina, you keep your mouth shut. Don’t tell them anything!” He struggled against Liam’s grasp on his elbow.

      “Hands above your head.” The name Karina threw him, but he couldn’t dive into that abyss right now. He had to focus.

      The suspect’s raised hands gave Liam a clear look at the man’s belt, clear of a weapon tucked there. Liam backed up, as did the officer behind him. “Turn around slowly. Keep your hands above your head.”

      Blake came around the back of the car. “Sarge, switch out.”

      Liam frowned. He didn’t ask questions, knowing the only reason Blake would ask to trade places was if the innocent were secure and there was a good reason.

      Karina.

      Veronika’s sister.

      Veronika had been his confidential informant with the Russians up until a few months ago when she was killed for it. He’d left Karina alone after that, unable to face her. He’d met them early on in his rookie days when they’d been in high school. Now they were early twenties, and he’d had to watch Karina bury her sister.

      Because of him.

      Blake took up Liam’s position, so he rounded the back of the car and headed to where the woman sat on the curb. One SWAT officer watched over her, and Jasper wasn’t far away since he’d landed the drone.

      She looked up, and Liam’s heart sank. “Karina.” What was she doing with the Russians? He crouched in front of her. “You wanna tell me why you’re riding shotgun on my arrest?”

      She blinked, and her eyes filled with tears. “Liam.” Those tears rolled down her face. “I think I need help.”

      No kidding.

      And she wasn’t the only one.
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      Roxie scrolled down on her computer screen so she could keep reading. The police report on the homeless veteran’s death was pretty sparse. William Lincoln Turner had died alone in an alley, by all accounts. No one had collected much in terms of evidence. An autopsy hadn’t been done, just a drug test that had come back positive for a cocktail of uppers and downers that would prolong a high—and in this case, had contained a lethal dose for this man. Something new to him, or his heart hadn’t been able to take the strain anymore.

      No dealer killed their client on purpose. That didn’t make sense.

      Drugs were manufactured to make the most money, stretching the purity with other substances that could have nasty effects.

      A mug of coffee landed beside her hand.

      Roxie flinched and twisted around, trying not to flip out of her skin at being jogged from her thoughts.

      “Sorry.” Peter grabbed a chair and slid it over to sit by her.

      “Don’t worry about it.” The guy was a good kid, who might be a trained operative now, but he still made her feel every one of the years of experience she had on him. She was about to turn thirty-one. Nearly ten years older than him, and sometimes it felt like a hundred.

      “What have you found so far?”

      “I’m still familiarizing myself with the victim.” She hadn’t yet gotten to the incident involving Liam’s father. “He has a niece who lives in Seattle still, but she’s never lived here and only spoke with officers over the phone when they informed her of his death as his next of kin.”

      Peter sipped from his own coffee.

      “Maybe he has friends from the Corps.” She still had contacts in the military. Perhaps one of them could give her information on his teammates or his squad. Marines that he would’ve kept in contact with. Everyone she knew and had been friends with from the Marines, she’d cut them out of her life afterward.

      Shame. Necessity.

      Didn’t matter which it was. She’d had to build back friendships and got to choose who she had in her life right now. Her roommate was her best friend. Things were easy there. Why complicate it?

      “Good idea,” Peter said. “Maybe Liam can give us some context on the incident with his father. A cop’s point of view.”

      “He was still in when it happened.” They had been deployed when his father was killed in the line of duty. She tried not to let on that talking about him wasn’t easy.

      “I’ll see if he can meet us. Maybe for lunch.”

      She looked at her screen. “There’s a lot to read through. Why don’t you do lunch and catch me up when you’re back?”

      Peter said nothing.

      Roxie glanced over to see how much she’d managed to fool him. Not much, by the look of his expression. “Dividing tasks gets them done faster.”

      “Mmm.” Peter took a sip, staring at her over the rim of the mug. “Right.”

      Roxie slumped back into the chair. “Fine. Ask.”

      “I heard you two had…words.”

      Roxie sighed. “During the search for River’s father?”

      “They said you and Liam were off to the side, having some kind of heated discussion.”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it.” She winced.

      Peter frowned. “Did he hurt you?”

      Yes, but not the way you think. Liam thought she’d hurt him with no regard for his feelings, so he’d lashed out. Hurt her instead. “Both of us said things we regret.” Hopefully, he regretted it as much as she did. Otherwise, her opinion of him had been all wrong, and he wasn’t a good man.

      She couldn’t have that bad of judgment, could she?

      Roxie sighed. “It doesn’t matter, anyway.”

      “Maybe it’s you that needs to go to lunch,” Peter suggested. “Clear the air on some things.”

      At least he didn’t suggest they were going to kiss and make up. “It’s not that simple.” She wasn’t in a place in her life where she could “figure things out” with a guy. Wouldn’t lead to anything, so what was the point? Even if her roommate was a hopeless romantic. “Can we just leave the Liam thing alone?”

      Peter’s expression softened. “We can.”

      Great, now he thought she needed sympathy. She was about to clear the air on that—without telling him why she’d come to Benson in the first place, even though it wasn’t like she had a home anywhere else—when thankfully, Peter’s twin brother, Simon, strolled around the corner into the bullpen. No need to dig a hole with all the things she didn’t want to say.

      The twins were identical but very different. When he’d become an operator, Peter had cut his hair short in a military style, though it was longer on top. Simon left his long, so it hung down over his ears, and he ran his hands back through it when he needed to think something over. Peter had gained some muscle through training, but both were lean and five-foot-eleven at least. In comparison, Liam was like a redwood tree.

      She didn’t usually feel short at five-foot-seven, but with these two, it happened. She lifted her mug toward the approaching twin. “Want some?”

      “I’ve had two cans of Celsius already.” Simon grinned as he approached the side of her desk. “I’ll be awake until Wednesday.”

      She chuckled. “Do you need to be?” Maybe he was tech support on a multi-day operation that would last until midweek.

      “Probably not.” He lifted his shoulder in a kind of shrug, which Peter returned. Some twin greeting only they knew the meaning of. “I ran the guy you’re working. Looked for similar cases where a veteran was reported deceased. Tried to find any connection I could to another case.”

      Roxie frowned. “If it wasn’t murder, because he really did just overdose, why would there be a pattern of kills?” She’d done a ton of research into murder investigation, and Clare—who ran Vanguard—had sent her on several training courses. She glanced at Peter. Why be in denial, except that she’d rather believe someone connected to Liam’s father hadn’t been murdered? “You really think the death was suspicious?”

      “I think every death is suspicious. It’s not natural, and it won’t ever be. Even if it’s peaceful.”

      His attitude made sense since they’d lost their parents, and almost lost their sister. To Simon, she said, “What did you find?”

      He waved her back from her computer and pressed a series of keys so fast she couldn’t keep up. Peter had the same level of skill with tech, but he wanted a different career path than his brother. She didn’t blame him. A fresh start sounded great.

      Simon pulled up a series of files in a folder. “Each one of these is an overdose or accidental death of a veteran in the last fifteen years. Four decedents, each one with the same cocktail of drugs, though there are a few minor differences.”

      “So they had the same dealer.”

      “Maybe.” Simon clicked the mouse, and a bunch of crime scene photos of the victims popped up. “On the surface, they’re tragic deaths of people who should have been better served by the government they sacrificed for. Dig a little, and we start to see correlations.”

      She glanced at Peter. “Did you get him working this?”

      He nodded. “Looks to me like there’s some similarity in the positioning even. Someone being careful. What about clean up?”

      Simon said, “Distinct lack of evidence. Needle marks but no needles. No IDs or money, so it could look like a robbery gone wrong.” He shrugged. “That’s for you guys to figure out.”

      Roxie scrunched up her nose. “I’m not sure.” There might not be enough here to show they were connected. “Why does Bob want us to look into this in the first place? That would help us get a clue where to go with it.”

      Peter said, “Maybe he doesn’t want to pollute our ideas by giving us a direction to go. Or maybe they don’t want anyone to know they asked us to take a look.”

      “What else connects them other than their chosen career and the fact they were set adrift after?” The speculation was interesting but didn’t prove anything. They needed to dig more before she would believe there was something more than just tragedy here. “Support groups. Programs. Anything at all that indicates they were targeted, or why?”

      “I’ll find out.” Simon straightened. “I’m still working, but I wanted to bring you this.”

      “I’ll run with it. Thanks.” He’d probably wanted to come to this floor and see his brother. Then there was Bob, who might want to take down a local dealer as a favor for a friend.

      But the fact there were this many deaths over so many years?

      Something might be going on.
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