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PROLOGUE


Over. It was over.

The case finished. The news conference finished, the questions asked and answered.

Yes, a half dozen people with cameras walked backward in front of them, snapping and videoing, as her family crossed the plaza, leaving the Fairlington County, Virginia, Courthouse. But this counted as barely a trickle compared to the height of the attention.

In a while even this interest would wane. It always did. No matter how notorious. No matter how intriguing. No matter how dramatic. Wasn’t she the proof of that?

Ally Lindell Northcutt allowed herself a small smile. Something she never did in public.

It was all over.

She tightened her hold where she had her left arm hooked through Jamie’s right, as Maggie did on the other side with J.D. Carson. Jamie’s parents and their family lawyer were behind them.

By rights Ford Belichek should have been with Jamie.

But by rights wouldn’t preserve his career. Jamie had been adamant about that.

Ally watched her sweet cousin overrule the detective and make it stick. Though she suspected the dozen officers split to either side of them well out of camera range had been Bel’s doing.

She and her two cousins paused in the May sunshine, just an instant, getting their rhythm for the three steps down to sidewalk level so they wouldn’t jostle each other in their locked-arm hold. Before that next step forward—

Sound.

A single sharp burst.

It swallowed the hearing in her right ear. Reverberated distantly in her left.

Before she could absorb that, she felt her hold on Jamie being torn away. She turned that way. Saw J.D. encompassing Maggie and Jamie in a flying tackle, his body between them and the street. From the corner of her eye, she saw Jamie’s parents huddle together, dropping low, even as they reached toward the three cousins.

They’d be okay.

With that thought, she released her hold on Jamie.

The same instant, she felt herself being brought down. Half turned toward her cousins, she couldn’t see by what.

“East. Shot came from the east.”

Somehow, she knew that was roared near her right ear by whoever had taken her to the ground, yet it came muffled to her.

“Are you hit? Ally. Are you hit?”

“No. I’m fine. Everyone else—?”

“She’s not hit. Anybody hit?” the same voice demanded.

From a great distance, she heard what sounded like Maggie, then Jamie’s father.

“Everyone’s okay. Stay down.” She’d started to try to rise, but felt herself firmly shoved down.

Then the covering body lifted before a new one draped over her.

How did she know it was a different body? She hadn’t seen—

“Stay there. All of you. Don’t move. Got them, Bel?”

“Got them.”

Jamie’s Detective Belichek was here. He gave orders equally muffled.

The officers who’d been along the sides, now stood between them and the street. They hustled the family backward to the courthouse doors, and inside.

They hugged each other and surreptitiously — or not so surreptitiously — checked for injuries.

Jamie’s dad said to the lawyer, “Thank you for protecting Ally. We couldn’t reach her.”

“It wasn’t—” Ally bit off her correction.

Smell.

She knew that first protector. And knew it wasn’t the lawyer.

But—

“That wasn’t me.” Behind her, the lawyer spoke at a speed powered by fear and adrenaline. “The guy came from the police line. Wasn’t in uniform. He— There he is. That guy.”

Ally turned, first glimpsing a pair of trousers marred by ground-in grit at the knee, a streak of something on the thigh. The streak continued up the front of a suit jacket to…

“Tanner.”

That first protector’s smell. She did know it.

Had known it.

But her brain rebelled at her senses. It wasn’t possible…

“Tanner Landis?”


—DAY 1—


TUESDAY

CHAPTER ONE


Detective Tanner Landis didn’t blame her for vocalizing her shock.

She hadn’t seen him in something like a decade. He’d made sure of that, though he’d seen her, even before today.

Maybe he shouldn’t have— The hell with that.

He wasn’t going to stand around with someone shooting at Allison Lindell Northcutt. At anyone. That was his job.

After the question she’d made of his name, Ally didn’t say more.

Landis hoped for maybe thirty seconds that amid the chaos and stress her using his name was missed.

Thirty seconds of delusion.

Absolute minimum, four people picked it up.

His partner, Ford Belichek, plus Ally’s cousins Jamie Chancellor and Maggie Frye, and Maggie’s significant other, J.D. Carson.

Any one of them would have been a major headache. Taken together, they were a nightmare.

Then throw in his boss, Chief of Detectives Wilson Palery, who’d taken charge in the lobby. Because Landis was seventy percent sure he’d picked it up, too.

“Landis. Get with Belichek. Stay on the family. Keep them from talking to each other until we can question them. Take somebody to help.”

Seventy percent went to one hundred percent. Otherwise, Palery would have split them.

He thought Landis had a connection and also would pick up inside info. But, while Belichek might keep it to himself because he was head over heels for Jamie, Landis would spill.

The case first. Always.

This situation, though, lined up like the opposite of inside info. Allison Lindell Northcutt wasn’t about to confide in him, no matter what.

“Yes, sir.”

His boss had already moved on to the next task. Palery was on the scene because today’s hearing wrapped up one of the county’s biggest cases, one of the most attention-grabbing in the Washington, D.C., metro area. He’d been with the Commonwealth’s Attorney, talking to the media when the shots were fired.

That was a piece of luck.

Most of the media gathered in one place let the police corral them on the spot, temporarily.

“Schmidt,” Landis said, both naming his choice of someone to Palery and calling over the young patrol officer. He’d done well on the investigation into who’d tried to kill Jamie, the case just wrapped up with a plea deal that would keep that nutjob in prison for the rest of his life.

Bel preferred a sentence of drawing and quartering, but Jamie worked her magic on him, persuading him this was a better way to move on with their lives.

“Sir?” the uniform asked.

“Find us an empty courtroom with deputies still on duty to man the doors.”

“Sir.”

“Landis,” Maggie started. “What the hell? You and Ally—?”

“Mags, you know the drill.” He raised his voice slightly to take in Jamie’s parents and the lawyer. “No talking. No questions. No answers. Not until each of you has been questioned individually. We don’t want anyone’s evidence influenced by anyone else.” Schmidt gestured from a courtroom door, third down the hallway. Good. Not too near the entrance. Just in case.

“If you’ll all come this way.”

*   *   *   *

Just inside the doorway of the courtroom, Maggie Frye took her cousin’s arm in a firm grip and addressed her, while watching Landis, “You know him?”

Maggie was his favorite Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney to work with. He considered her a friend. Right now, he wished she’d shut up.

Ally’s face went blank.

But he’d been preparing for this since Ally said his name. Maybe longer.

From when he’d brought her down to the ground and covered her body with his.

“Sure, she knows me.” He grinned. He knew how to produce the right grin. It had gotten him in places and out of situations. “How could she help it with Bel and me so wrapped up with the Maggie Frye family tree these past months?”

Maggie immediately shook her head.

That was bad enough. But he didn’t get help from anyone else, either. Including his partner.

Instead, Ford Belichek leveled a look at him, then swung his attention to Ally with a check-in on Jamie on the way. None of that was a good thing considering Bel not only was one hell of a detective but knew him better than was always comfortable. Or, in this case, safe.

Good thing Ally had withdrawn. Like trying to get a read on a turtle after its head disappeared inside the shell.

Wouldn’t stop Bel’s questions, but would hold the answers at bay for a while.

Ally licked her lips.

The motion drew his gaze immediately. Thank God, he wasn’t the only one. They all turned toward her.

“The academy.” That’s all she said.

They put it together.

“Tanner was at the police academy with Chad?” Jamie asked. “I never knew that.”

She made it sound so innocent.

Maggie wasn’t having it.

“You never knew it? I didn’t know it. Bel?” The other detective shook his head before Maggie turned her prosecuting attorney stare on Tanner. “Because you never told me — us. You knew Ally is my cousin and she’s married to Chad Northcutt. You’ve known that practically as long as I’ve known you, including the day Chad was shot, and the hell we went through getting there, and you never said a word about knowing her — them. Not a word.”

Even Bel, who’d kept his own share of secrets from both Maggie and him, had the gall to look accusing.

But what he said was, “Palery said we shouldn’t talk.”

“It’s not about what just happened,” Maggie argued, which was her profession.

“Too early to know connections. Even tangential can muddy witnesses. Not talking’s best.”

Unsatisfied, Maggie still conceded by sitting next to Carson. Their hands touched, held, and Maggie’s shoulders eased.

Jamie drew Ally to a first-row bench and clasped Ally’s hands in both of hers, apparently trying to warm Ally’s hands. Dana Chancellor sat beside her daughter, resting one hand on her arm without interfering with her connection to Ally. Wes Chancellor sat next, his arm across his wife’s shoulders and his hand touching Jamie’s closer shoulder.

The lawyer sat apart, his head down, his hands not steady.

Bel remained standing in the main aisle, between the others and the door.

Landis took a position in the side aisle, one hip hitched on the top corner of a bench back. He, too, would immediately see what came through the door, but without being in the direct line of sight of the others.

The greatest danger he faced would not come through that door.

It was already in the room.

He’d almost told Bel and Maggie of the connection the day four and a half years ago when news came of Chad Northcutt being shot in the head by an unknown assailant, in the driveway of the house where he and Ally lived.

Almost told Bel and Maggie, even though he’d only worked with them for a few months at that point.

The moment passed amid the rush of the immediate emergency. Fighting their way through heavy security to find out where Northcutt was taken, getting Maggie to her cousin’s side, learning what they could as outsiders about what happened.

And his additional mission — desperately digging to find out if Ally was a suspect, without ever appearing to be concerned.

It was clear early that nobody thought she was the shooter.

A neighbor four houses down saw it happen. Saw a car with heavily tinted windows pull sedately into Chad Northcutt’s next-door neighbor’s drive, then, at the last second, scream across the Northcutts’ front lawn to knock Northcutt down, giving the driver time to open his window and shoot twice to the head. The car then peeled out across the next yard’s lawn, bumped over the curb and sped in the opposite direction from the witness.

Still, she’d gotten a partial plate, as well as a good description of the car.

They knew within an hour that a car matching the description and the partial plate had been reported stolen thirty minutes before the shooting, from an owner with a doctor’s exception to have deeper tint than Maryland’s standard.

It took five days to find the burnt skeletal remains of the car in an isolated spot behind a deserted warehouse that backed up to a forested area.

The forlorn hope of forensics came to nothing. The fire destroyed what might have been there. If that shooter left any evidence to start with.

That shooter.

Now there was another one.

Who’d taken aim at Ally Northcutt.

Twice.

His brain wanted to wrestle with the issue of the immediate shooter, even as his sense and experience told him lack of information made it futile.

He belonged out there, gathering that information. Damn, Palery.

The void of information about what just happened sent him back to the shooting four and a half years ago.

The delay provided by getting Maggie to the hospital to be with Ally was what he’d needed for his habit of keeping things to himself to reassert itself.

In the days that followed, the habit solidified to rock.

He never told Bel and, having not told Bel, there was no chance he’d tell anyone else.

Especially as it eventually became clear Chad Northcutt wasn’t likely to die immediately. There was even a rumor he might wake up at any time.

But now, with someone shooting at Ally…

He stopped, considering that thought.

How sure was he of his instinctual reaction that the shot was aimed at Ally?

He played through the events in his mind.

Then again.

Midway through the third time, Palery entered, making brief eye contact with Bel, then him, recognizing their positioning and telling them to stand down. He kept a hold on the knob of the open door as two other Fairlington detectives passed him to enter the room.

“Detectives Belichek and Landis, come with me,” Palery said. “Detectives Terrington and Ewer will wait with the rest of you until you’re questioned individually. We’ll do this as expeditiously as we can,” he said to the family and the lawyer, “but thoroughness is vital. This isn’t going to be fast.”

For a moment, Belichek studied Terrington, not the brightest color in the department’s crayon box, then turned to Jamie. “Don’t talk. Not to anyone. Understand?” He widened it to the rest of her family and Carson. “At all.”

Satisfied by what he saw in the faces looking back at him, Bel pushed at Landis’ shoulder to get him started out of the room.

Maggie and Carson would make sure none of the rest said anything Terrington could misinterpret, which he surely would. Yet Landis’ gaze went to Ally.

Her gaze bounced away, as if she might have been looking at him. And didn’t want to make visual contact.

*   *   *   *

Tanner Landis.

Her brain couldn’t get past those two words.

She frequently found silence the safest realm over these past years and with the reinforcement of Bel’s instruction, she could remain there with impunity — for now — from the questions all of her family members wanted to ask and Maggie would.

What was he doing here?

She wanted to shake her head at the inanity of her mental question. She didn’t, because that would raise even more questions among those watching her. They all were, she knew, even though she kept her gaze straight ahead and unfocused.

He was Bel’s partner. That was clear from their few words and interactions, as well as those of Captain Palery. That made him a detective with the Fairlington County Police Department. On the Virginia side of the Potomac River now, when she’d known him in Maryland, when—

No, better not to stir the mud of memories into this water.

She needed her wits as clear and focused as possible.

Tanner Landis.


CHAPTER TWO


In the outer office of a judge’s chambers Landis hadn’t been in before, Palery took the command chair behind the desk. He told Bel to sit on the visitors’ side of it.

“Go into the judge’s chambers until I call you,” he ordered Landis. “Close the door behind you.”

In the bigger office, he found Detective Danolin putting items from the desktop into a drawer.

The veteran detective didn’t look up to identify who’d come into the room, before saying, “Move that screen from that corner to over here, behind the desk.” He meant a fabric-covered folding screen that came to Landis’ shoulder. “Good. Now, turn that cushy desk chair around and put it in front of the TV. Okay. Now, I want the two wing chairs from the corner over here, angled at the desk.”

When Landis finished, the portly Danolin sat in the wing chair closer to the door. After a moment, he got up, moved a trash can to deep under the desk, then adjusted the blinds. Within the packed office, he’d created a calm visual oasis for the person who sat in that wing chair. His own view, from the other wing chair, didn’t matter, because he’d be focused solely on the witness.

“Recording them?” Landis asked.

Danolin grunted affirmatively.

A civilian aide came in with a tray. “One pitcher with ice, one without, a dozen glasses. Not easy to find.”

“Not all the glasses at once. One glass at a time for each witness. Take the extras back out.”

Another small touch to avoid distracting the witness’ thoughts of others coming before or after.

Landis was willing to bet Danolin’s soothing tactics got more from Jamie’s mom than she’d ever given him during their previous investigation. She’d vehemently resented his viewing Jamie as a suspect.

She’d be eager to help clear this up, with her niece the target. Mr. Chancellor would be reasonable and reasoned.

Jamie Chancellor’s observations would be accurate and helpful. Her conclusions, though, could be skewed by her too charitable interpretations. Though Bel balanced some of that.

From temperament and training, J.D. Carson would keep a lot to himself. What he did reveal would be accurate.

Maggie would be a great witness — observant, prioritizing what mattered most, and concise — when she wasn’t fighting any attempt to relegate her strictly to the role of witness.

“Landis!” Palery’s bellow came through from the outer office.

Bel was still there and showed no sign of moving, so he took another chair from against the wall and pulled it up next to Bel’s.

His partner didn’t react as Palery took Landis through the events.

There wasn’t much to tell about today that Palery didn’t already know.

“We stayed out of the courtroom for the formalities on the plea deal as Vic requested.” That was Vic Upton, the Commonwealth’s Attorney for Fairlington County and Maggie’s boss. It had been more than a request. “Checked the security was set up as we’d agreed, then Bel went in the north wing and I went in the south wing. Watched the proceedings on the inhouse stream. When the family finished their short news conference and Upton took over, I checked that the security detail knew they were coming out.

“We’d agreed Bel would go along the north wing’s corridor and I’d take the south, checking each room one last time as we went.”

The corridors formed arms in front of the main block of the courthouse. Inside those arms sat a paved plaza, divided by a series of rectangular planting beds, big enough for trees. They divided the plaza into the main promenade in the center and narrow side pathways close to each arm. The planting areas were interrupted at regular intervals for cross-paths.

“When there was a shot, I ran toward the party, reached Mrs. Northcutt and covered her.” He didn’t stutter over her name. He’d been reminding himself what to call her. “The rest were taking cover.”

“What direction?”

He didn’t need to specify he meant which direction the shot came from.

“East. I’d say the Edisto Building across the street, next one north from directly across. Doubt the roof. But well above street level.”

Firing at street level risked too many other things getting in the way. People, sure, but also cars, trucks, buses. Shooter would want to be high enough to avoid those obstacles.

Palery grunted.

Landis translated that as meaning Bel told him the same thing.

“How’d you get there so fast?” his boss asked abruptly.

Landis frowned, remembering. “I’d been staying even or a bit ahead of the Chancellor party, checking through the windows of offices with their doors open. One office was completely empty, no furniture, so it was faster. I pushed on ahead to where that emergency exit comes out. Disabled the alarm and opened the door to see where they were. They were ten, twelve feet short of being even with that door and nearly in the middle between the two wings. Saw Bel coming out the emergency exit on the other side. Just before the shot.”

“Then what?” Palery demanded.

Seeing it all again, the backs of the security detail members, the family group with the three cousins linked in solidarity.

“First shot. Kicked up dirt. Pretty much tackled the lady. Second shot. Grabbed the closest person to stay on her—”

“The lawyer.”

“Found that out after. As I went past, I yelled to the security detail to get them all out of there. I ran toward where the shot came from. As if I had a hope of seeing anything.” His mouth twisted. “Realized that soon enough and circled back into the courthouse. Anything from forensics yet? Bullets? Trajectory?”

“Not even going to start until we clear those buildings. Probably long gone, but not risking having our people on the steps as sitting ducks. And clearing’s going to take a long time with all the offices to go through across the street. How many shots?”

“A second one hit the concrete. In line with the planter, but in front of it — closer to the street.”

“Yeah,” Bel agreed before Palery asked him.

The three of them sat for a moment, each knowing the others’ brains were following different paths but assessing the same information.

“The plea deal,” Bel said.

He didn’t need more words. They’d all recognized the possibility of someone who hadn’t liked the plea deal — too harsh? too lenient? no telling — choosing this way to express an opinion.

“Doesn’t have to be anyone personally connected,” Landis added.

Palery snorted. “That would be too easy. We’ll pursue that line. You two are going to have plenty to do with the family.”

“Thanks.” Bel’s single word expressed appreciation that the chief of detectives’ plan let him stay close to Jamie, while also demonstrating confidence in his detective’s ability to keep his head on straight.

“If anything points to any connection to the family—” Palery warned.

“It won’t. But I will.”

Landis said, “I can be of better use on the main investigation of the shooting—”

“No. It’s going to follow a lot of routine to start. Want you two on the family. That’s it. For now.”

“Outside—” Bel started.

He wanted to get out to the crime scene, to assess it, read it, get to know it. He maintained that the crime scene, the home of the victim, the home of the murderer, each told its story. And even though this scene was a public space in front of a courthouse, he’d find import in details. Gathering them one by one, like the pebbles he so often likened them to.

Rutherford Belichek was the best he’d ever encountered at it.

And he’d recognized early in their partnership that it gave Bel a kind of peace. Occupied his mind, relieved some of what they saw, heard, experienced.

Would it work for Belichek now, with his emotions irrevocably tangled with Jamie Chancellor?

He’d already been connected to Maggie as her best friend and the ACA they worked with the most. Now that his involvement with the Frye cousins had widened and deepened would it affect Bel’s investigative ability, tying up his partner with emotions?

Him? He’d be better at following the ordinary routine, as he’d told Palery. That way he knew the facts to contribute when he and Bel cross-referenced their knowledge.

“No.” Palery quashed Belichek’s request, too. “Stretching it to have you two with the family. No way out there.”

“Where’s Upton?” Landis asked.

“Security detail hustled Vic out the back as soon as we heard the shot.”

That was good. Harder for the Fairlington County Commonwealth’s Attorney to follow his first instinct to grandstand. That would give his second instinct — to avoid being the face of the investigation, in case it went south — to take hold. And that would mean he’d leave Palery to run this. Plenty of time to swoop in later for glory.

Landis asked, “You sending us to Danolin’s tender mercies next?”

“No. I’m satisfied. We’ll start with the members of the security detail. You two go back to the family.”

“Captain, I’d be more useful—”

Palery cut off his second try. “They’re not supposed to be talking, but they might. And even if they don’t, you might pick up something useful.”


CHAPTER THREE


Partway back to the courtroom where they’d left the family group, Landis asked, “Did you have anything I didn’t?”

Bel cut him an assessing look.

He shouldn’t have asked. He should have known Bel would tell him if he had.

“No.”

He said nothing as they turned into a new hallway.

Bel spoke again. “He took me through our coming outside.”

They’d scoped it out carefully. “Made sense. To check that door, get outside for a moment to check the scene. Then go back to the corridor, continue checking the rest of the rooms on each side.”

“That’s what I said.”

Landis tipped his head, acknowledging the deputy outside the courtroom door where they’d left the others. He reached for the doorknob.

Bel’s voice stopped him. “Anything you want to tell me?”

“No.”

He opened the door.

*   *   *   *

The family and the lawyer said nothing when they entered the room and sent Terrington and Ewer out.

They’d moved. Someone had gathered chairs from the well of the courtroom, grouping them around the prosecution table. It let them see each other’s faces instead of being strung out along rows of gallery benches.

Each of them had a paper coffee cup from a machine. Ally’s was untouched. Maggie’s was gone. The rest fell in between.

“Coffee?” Schmidt asked the newcomers.

The uniform must have noted him inventorying the coffee cups. That kind of observant was mostly good in an officer helping out. But not always.

When Schmidt left to fill his and Bel’s requests, Maggie waited for the door to close, but not a second more.

“What do they know? What did you find out? Where—?”

“On duty, Mags,” Bel said.

She swore.

“Margaret,” Dana Chancellor murmured.

“I don’t care if you’re on duty. My family—”

“Maggie. You want this to go by the book.”

J.D. Carson’s low voice brought her head around to face him. Her urgent worry didn’t leave, but the man’s words clearly triggered her prosecutor mode, too. She wouldn’t let up on wanting the investigation done yesterday. But she’d also be more cognizant of preserving the best case for prosecution.

Sometimes that drove Landis nuts, but in this case, it might gain them a bit more breathing room on the investigation.

“Then tell me what’s with you and Ally, Landis. You met when you and Chad were at the academy together. Then what?”

So much for breathing room.

Ally made a faint sound of protest.

He didn’t look at her.

“Large group that graduated together, with a few people from the year before and year after, all got together for a while. Whole big group played sports, shot the—” He deliberately sent a look toward Dana Chancellor as he sanitized the saying, hoping it might distract Maggie. “—breeze, compared notes as we started our careers. I was there now and then. All before I came over to Fairlington.”

“I figured that. But with you the lead on Jamie’s case, you must have seen Ally—”

“Case kept me damned busy. Our paths didn’t cross. Obviously.”

The door opened to Schmidt entering with a cafeteria tray with more paper cups, a coffee pot, and various additives. The kid was resourceful.

Beyond mutters and murmurs about coffee, silence returned.

A phone going off ripped across the stillness.

Ally’s, he realized.

It took her two beats to come to the same conclusion.

She fumbled in a pocket and pulled it out, intensifying the noise.

“Sorry. After we left the courtroom — the other courtroom — I turned it back on because of…” She looked at the screen, then up at Bel. “It’s the long-term care facility where Chad…”

“Go ahead,” he said.

“Allison Lindell Northcutt,” she answered. Crisp. Assured. “Yes. Hello, Doctor… Oh.” It was more a breath than a word.

He couldn’t say her expression was blank this time. But it wasn’t… her. At least the woman he remembered.

Her face used to reflect her emotions in quicksilver runs of responses. This was like an avatar of that person, instead of flesh and blood.

Or was that a flaw in his memory?

“His family—?” she said into the phone, then listened. “Yes. But his mother….? I understand. As soon as I can.”

She clicked off. Her gaze went to Jamie, then Maggie, skidded past him, touched on her aunt and uncle, paused at Bel, then went to Schmidt. “Officer, you need to get your commanding officer to come here immediately. Or take me to him. My husband has taken a serious turn for the worse.”

Unexpectedly, she jerked her head in a single terse negation.

To her own words? To the fact?

She used to shake or nod her head emphatically, making her hair swing. That was one of the first things he’d noticed about her. Okay, not the first thing. But one of the individual things about her.

This gesture was contained. More than that, it was restricted. No hair-swinging.

Before anyone else reacted, she added baldly, “My husband is dying. I have to go to him. Now.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Schmidt sent a slightly wild-eyed look toward him. Bel said, “Go get Captain Palery.”

The younger man moved quickly.

Dana Chancellor leaned across her daughter. “Ally, dear. I’m so sorry.”

Jamie tightened her hold, but said nothing.

“You can’t leave,” Maggie protested. “Someone shot at you. As long as Chad’s been in that condition—”

“I have to. Doctor Sala was quite clear. He’s led Chad’s care—” For the first time she hesitated slightly. “—recently. He’s a top expert in the region. In the country. He wouldn’t say to get there now if it wasn’t… necessary.”

She slid her phone back in her pocket and gathered her purse from the bench without looking up.

“I know you’ll need statements and things, and of course I’ll come back, but I didn’t see anything. Nothing useful. And right now—”

“It’s dangerous.”

The faces coming around to stare at him confirmed he’d spoken aloud.

Ally dropped her gaze to her hands, resting on her purse. She closed, then opened the fastener.

The door opened and Palery strode in.

“Mrs. Northcutt, you’ve had a call from the hospital?”

“The Chate Long-Term Care Facility, where my husband is. Dr. Frederick Sala heads his care team. If you want his phone number to confirm that he called and said my husband has taken a turn for the worse, which the doctor expects to lead to his death as soon as an hour, possibly several hours, I will give that to you.”

“That’s not necessary, Mrs. Northcutt.”

“I have to go. Immediately.”

“But, Ally,” Jamie’s mother protested. “As Detective Landis said, with someone shooting at you, it’s dangerous for you to—”

“I have to, Aunt Dana.” She never took her gaze off Captain Palery.

He knew the backstory. He didn’t hesitate.

“Lights and sirens. Bel, Landis, you take her with—”

“All of us,” Maggie inserted.

“—a marked car to lead and follow. I’ll put out the call for us to facilitate. I’ll let Piscattoway County know the status.” That was Chad Northcutt’s department in Maryland. Palery’s call would send department members streaming toward the facility.

“And Rock Creek County. That’s where the long-term care facility is,” Maggie said. “We’ll have to pass through there, too. Rush hour.”

Palery nodded. “I’ll call both Maryland jurisdictions.” And explain that it was a law enforcement officer about to die. Accommodations would be made. “We’ll get you there, Mrs. Northcutt.”

“Before we go—” Landis spoke with deliberation, stopping the small movements of preparation. “—did anyone see or hear anything before or after the shots? Something that could indicate location or the identity of the shooter?”

Bel added another layer. “Or have any knowledge or suspicion. Anything odd or off-kilter that’s happened lately.”

Ally’s eyelids fluttered, as if she were going to look up, but she didn’t. Instead, she shook her head.

The others followed suit or said “No.”

The difference was he believed the others. He wasn’t so sure about Allison Lindell Northcutt.

A patrol car led them. Landis thought he’d gotten lucky when Bel took Ally and Jamie in his car … until Maggie climbed into his vehicle, along with J.D. Carson. He would have preferred Jamie’s mother and stepfather as passengers, even if a hint of tension remained from their feeling that he’d treated Jamie too much like a murder suspect a while back.

Didn’t bother him. She was a suspect. And it likely would have made for a quiet trip.

But Schmidt was the lucky one who drew them as passengers, in a marked department vehicle, with one more at the end of their compact motorcade.

They were barely on the George Washington Parkway, headed north with clouds closing in now, when Maggie started. “You knew Ally from when you and Chad were in the police academy.”

“Already covered that, Mags.”

She didn’t relent with his use of the nickname. “And you never mentioned it.”

“Never came up.”

“Bullshit. With the investigation around Jamie and the legal—”

“As you say, it was about Jamie. No reason—”

“Bullshit, again. Ally’s been around a lot from the start of it and for all these months getting to the plea deal. Must have taken considerable effort for you to avoid running into her. But Bel had all the contact with Ally.” The recognition of that fact slid right into accusation. “You made sure of that, didn’t you? You were actively trying to avoid Ally. Why? What happened between you two that—?”

“Nothing.”

He might have snapped that off because a driver in a blue BMW with Maryland plates chose that moment to try to cut into the middle of a line of vehicles running lights and sirens.

Odds were high it was another self-important idiot who thought laws, rules, and basic manners didn’t apply to him, but no way in hell was Landis letting any other vehicle get in behind the one carrying Ally.

He closed the gap, squeezing the guy back into his own lane.

As Landis drew even with the BMW, the guy had the nerve to glare over at them. Landis spoke a command to his phone, then rattled off the tag number he’d automatically memorized.

“Jerk.” Presumably Maggie meant that for the driver. The next part, though was not. “Don’t think I missed all that cuteness.”

“Cuteness?”

From the passenger seat, she looked directly at him. He looked straight ahead.

“The feint that you were going to swear and upset Aunt Dana. The emphasis on the whole big group playing sports and talking career. I know a misdirect when I hear one. A first-year law student could’ve spotted distraction after distraction in that speech. Besides, I know you, Landis.”

He’d rather it didn’t but his peripheral vision automatically caught the familiar narrowing of her eyes as her considerable brain processed information.

“My first thought was that Ally was another woman who got the Landis treatment. Except your reactions are off for that. Both of you. She’d be either trying to get you back — and thank God she has too much sense for that — or embarrassed she ever fell for you. And you’d be truly smooth and above it all instead of pretending to be.”

“I’ve told you. Met her through Chad when they were engaged, part of a big group. You’re way off on this, Mags. You’re reading something else into it when it’s the weirdness of these circumstances.”

Her narrowed eyes didn’t change.

“You do know what I’d do to you if you hurt my cousin.”

“No worries, Mags.”

Because it had been the reverse.

She didn’t let it go. “You must have worked hard to avoid her, so there must have been a reason and I intend—”

“Maggie. Let the man drive.” J.D. Carson kept rising in Landis’ estimation. “Grill him after we get to our destination alive.”

His view of the other man dipped a bit at the invitation to pick this up later. Still, it did divert Maggie. For now.

She spent the time calling her assistant, Nancy Quinn, updating her on where they were — Nancy would already know what happened — and tapping into Nancy’s sources for any information outside and/or faster-moving than the official.

*   *   *   *

It wasn’t the fastest trip. But considering the traffic, what with rush hour in the D.C. area basically going from six a.m. to 10 p.m., they made good time. Some people even pulled over for their lights and sirens.

Landis saw Ally being whisked inside by Jamie, as Bel’s vehicle pulled away. He took his turn to drive under a portico to drop off his passengers.

“Come inside after you’ve parked,” Maggie ordered.

“I have to check in and—”

“Come inside after you’ve parked,” she repeated.

J.D. Carson added a look that reinforced the order before he closed the back door.

Landis pulled his vehicle forward, out of the protected area so Schmidt could drive in and take his place to discharge his passengers, then considered the choices. His top choice — if he’d had a real choice — would be to leave, but that was out of the question.

A knock on the passenger window jerked his head around. That wasn’t good. Not noticing someone coming up on his vehicle.

Even if it was Bel.

He unlocked the door.

His partner slid in, letting in the smell of mist consolidating toward rain.

“Why’re you sitting here?”

“Strategizing about looking for a spot to park. No reason for you to stick around—”

“Staying. Owe you. Took the last good one.”

Committed to a course of action by his own words, Landis put the vehicle in gear and looked for a place to park.

Someplace they wouldn’t get blocked in, someplace with a fast exit, someplace not too far from the building. He’d picked out four possibilities with the first circuit of the lot.

Instead of going immediately to join Jamie, Belichek sat silently beside him.

He was accustomed to his silences.

Silences while his partner processed what they’d seen, heard, discovered. Those silences both comforted him and challenged him.

Comforted because the silence meant Rutherford Belichek was on the job, working hard, as always. Bel would come up with angles and insights he wouldn’t.

Challenged because his job was to come up with angles and insights Belichek wouldn’t.

He usually did, though he seldom recognized them before the words came out. Another difference between him and Belichek, who examined each facet and every long-range implication before he spoke. Or acted.

But this silence… Not the same at all.

This silence challenged without comfort.

Its only similarity to their usual silences was he knew that during it Belichek’s brain churned through the raw material of what he’d seen, heard, and discovered.

Landis’ second-choice parking spot came open when a gray-haired man with the slow, shoulder-slumped walk of grief came out and got in a sedan. The man sat there a full minute before he turned on the car. He backed out slowly.

Landis waited for the man to clear the spot and start away, so if the circumstances pierced the man’s preoccupation, it didn’t look like Landis had been tapping his fingers impatiently waiting for the man to be gone.

He backed into the spot, turned off the engine, reached for the door handle.

“You know her.”

The words caught Landis off guard despite knowing it was coming eventually. “Told you all at the courthouse that I knew her. Barely. Knew of her, more like. Way back.”

“Bullshit.”

Landis looked at him. But his amused indifference wasn’t the genuine article. “It’s not. Chad was a guy who’d been at the academy the same time as me. They were engaged.”

“Is she the reason?”

His mistake had been not getting out of the vehicle without answering Bel’s first words.

Though that probably wouldn’t have made a difference.

When his partner intended to say something, he said it.

With that thought barely formed in Landis’ mind, Belichek continued, talking as if Landis had said what or who or some other lame response, when he hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even acknowledged the words with a glance. “Is she the reason for accumulating all the unavailable women. The commitment phobia on steroids. Why you are how you are with women.”

None of what Belichek said constituted real questions. He wouldn’t have answered anyway. Sure wasn’t going to say I have no idea what you’re talking about the way so many stupid arrestees did when anyone could see they were trussed up and done for, each futile struggle only tightening the bonds.

“You fell for a married woman—”

“She wasn’t married.”

If he couldn’t manage to keep his mouth shut, he shouldn’t have said it fast, like it mattered. Or like he had anything to feel guilty about.

To feel anything about.

All of it was water that was never going to see that bridge again. Ever.

“—and after that you went for ones just like her.”

He’d given too much away with that She wasn’t married, but did Belichek think he’d blurt out something like There wasn’t anyone else like her. All the others have been—

No, he wouldn’t dismiss them or himself that way. Even in his own head.

Belichek didn’t let his lack of response stop him. “Because you couldn’t have what you wanted.”

The phrase gave Landis the toehold he needed. “That’s exactly it. Turned down by a woman — years ago, so a girl, really — and decided right then and there I’d revenge myself on the rest of the sex forevermore.”

Bel nodded, as if the sarcasm dripping from Landis’ words didn’t leave them both wading in a flash flood of the stuff. “That fits.”

“Christ, Belichek—”

“Except the revenge was on yourself.”

“Hah. You know how many guys in the squad envy my life? Sword master, that’s what Terrington called me.” He chuckled. “Some revenge.”

“You’ve been miserable.”

“You’re crazy. And deluded, Belichek. Don’t be a dumb f—”

“You’ve got that position filled, Landis.”

Another silence. No better than the previous one.

“You know the history. The three girls, all cousins—”

“Do you think I missed the genealogy during Jamie’s case, Bel? There were four Frye siblings. Two brothers — Maggie’s father and Jamie’s father, who died young and then his widow married Wes Chancellor. Two sisters — Ally’s mother and Vivian, the aunt the three girls spent summers with.”

“Right. Until she fell for a master manipulator and pedophile, who courted Vivian but wanted Jamie. Tried to snatch her. Except Maggie, with help from Ally and others, foiled that and got him caught. But the trial… He got off.”

Landis cut him a look. “And Mags blamed herself. She doesn’t confide in me the way she does in you, but I’ve known Mags for years, too, and I am a detective for God’s sake. And yet you’re surprised I know.”

Bel’s silence confirmed it.

Landis produced a grin. “Guess your detective instincts aren’t half bad, either. Your grandmother told me.”

Bel snorted knowingly. “Of course she did.”

“Don’t worry, Bel, she still loved you, even if she did confide all your deepest secrets to me the first time we met.”

His partner didn’t rise to that lure to be amused. “Putting aside my grandmother’s soft spot for you, at least tell me you stayed away from Allison, no contact after she married.” Not waiting for Landis to obey that order, Bel pushed open the passenger door and got out, but immediately leaned back in, halfway across the seat to glare at him. “Maggie and Jamie’s cousin. That’s bad enough. But the wife of a cop in a coma? God, Landis. That’s as bad as it gets.”

She hadn’t been his wife.

Not yet.

That had been the real kick in the gut. She could have broken it off. Walked away.

She chose Chad.

*   *   *   *

They walked toward the entry. At the last second, he peeled off.

“Calling in,” he said.

Bel’s laser look called bullshit on that. But he kept walking and went inside. That worked for Landis.

He made good on his words, pacing to the edge of the portico, where he wouldn’t block traffic, although the rain could get him if it put some effort into it.

When Palery answered, he said, “We got them here to the long-term facility without incident. Bel and Schmidt are inside. I stayed out to call you, Captain. I need to talk to you. Alone. Not on the phone.”

“When and where?” His boss didn’t ask anything else. He knew Landis would have already said more if he could.

“As soon as possible. I could come back—”

“No.” Palery confirmed what Landis had expected … and hoped against. “Stay with them.”

“I’ll call when I shake free.”

Palery grunted acceptance of that, then moved on. “See anything on the way?”

“No. The others?” Anything major he’d have known about from radio traffic, but there could have been something Bel or Schmidt spotted that didn’t warrant the radio.

“No. Northcutt’s department knows the status, including what happened here. There’ll be plenty of law enforcement there shortly. But if you or Bel think someone from Rock Creek County needs to be there officially, here’s the contact.”

He rattled off name, rank, and phone number, both of them knowing it might be the second call if 911 would get people on scene faster.

Even without a 911-level situation, this had potential to be dicey.

If whoever shot at Ally — he was going with her being the target unless something proved to him otherwise — followed them over here and was stupid enough to try again amid the influx of law enforcement about to start, there’d be three jurisdictions involved.

First, the Rock Creek County, Maryland, locals whose turf this was.

Second, Northcutt’s Piscattoway County Police Department from a smaller, neighboring county with a chip on its collective shoulder toward the home guys at the best of times. This wasn’t the best of times, so add in emotions heightened by the imminent death of one of their own. Particularly this one of their own.

Third, Bel, him, and Schmidt from across the river. The three of them would hardly be factored in at all by the other two groups except for one fact. They were essentially in possession of the almost-widow and intended shooting victim, as well as her family, including an Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney.

That status was borne out when he checked in at the desk and was taken to a waiting room filled with the contingent from Virginia, while a handful of Piscattoway County uniforms remained in the hallway just inside the main door.

Actually, the room held the contingent from Virginia, with the exception of Ally, he saw immediately.

He took an empty seat between Bel and Schmidt. Bel had taken the chair where he would be the first to see who came in the door. Now Landis would be second.

After a moment, Landis realized Jamie wasn’t in the room, either.

Schmidt tapped away at his phone, then said in a low voice, “That document’s to you, sir.”

Bel switched from reading one document to another on his screen.

“Copies to you, too, sir,” Schmidt said to him.

Landis got busy on his own phone, reading the earliest of the prelim accounts from other officers on the courthouse scene. Those were followed by initial witness accounts, focusing on the direction the shots came from.

A lot would follow.

This was the first trickle of what would become a flood. With that many witnesses in a public place, with multiple cameras on them, definitely a flood.

The trick would be to pick out the relevant pieces and do it fast enough that nobody drowned in the flood. Not the investigators. And not Ally.


CHAPTER FIVE


With those few early reports long read, re-read, and digested, Landis had also drained his cup from another round of coffees Schmidt brought in a while back.

The opening of the door when Schmidt left, then returned, allowed a low, subdued sound to reach them.

Landis had heard that sound before.

A waiting crowd saying little, but shifting their weight frequently, sending their shoes on short, overlapping shushes of slides.

“Piscattoway County?” Bel asked Schmidt, clearly also identifying the sound. They’d both been at hospital vigils for fellow law enforcement before.

“Mostly. A few from Rock Creek, too. Piscattoway brass is in a room next door.”

The rest of them drank their coffee without comment.

The door opened, a nurse stepping in first to hold it open. Ally came in, with Jamie beside her, one hand wrapped around her arm.

“Come, sit here,” Maggie said, putting Ally between her and Jamie.

Maggie was the oldest of the cousins, with Ally next, and Jamie the youngest. Maybe from that, certainly from her job, she had a habit of command. Her cousins often went along … on the small things.

Bel got up and sat on the other side of Jamie.

“If you need anything, Ally, come get one of us,” the nurse offered. “I’ll check back in a bit.”

“Thank you, Judith.”

Schmidt was up and out the door before the nurse pulled it closed behind her.

“You do not need to be brave, Ally. Not for us,” Maggie said fiercely. “Tell us to shut up or talk if you want or—”

“It’s okay, Maggie.” Her voice held steady, but she didn’t make eye contact. “Really, you don’t all need to stay—”

Her older cousin emitted a harsh huh. “Forget it. You’re not getting rid of us to sit here by yourself.”

Ally’s shoulders slumped, though whether in surrender that she wouldn’t get any of them to leave or in relief, Landis didn’t know.

As if she were a hostess who needed to make the others comfortable, Ally said, “This isn’t unexpected. It’s a shock, I suppose, that it’s happening now, but we’ve known for a while…”

“A while? How about from the start?” Jamie said. “That first week after he was shot, they said the damage was too severe. Then that article a month later said he’d never come out of a coma.”

“And Mrs. Northcutt wanted the editor’s head on a platter,” Maggie muttered.

“Yes. But he hasn’t been in a coma. He’s in a vegetative state. A permanent vegetative state.” For a second, Ally seemed to sway in the chair.

“How do they define the difference?” J.D. asked.

Landis flicked the man a look. Because those few words righted Ally.

“In a coma, the person appears to be asleep. There is neither wakefulness nor awareness. Vegetative, the person has waking and sleeping cycles. Their eyes are often open, sometimes giving a sense that … but there is no awareness.

“Immediately after the shooting, Chad was in a coma. When he opened his eyes… His mother never let go of the hope from that moment. But they did every test — no, not every. She wouldn’t allow anything that might have shown he was brain dead. She insisted he would come out of this. We tried every way to reach him. Talking, singing, touch, scent, everything…”

She closed her eyes. The lids looking transparent with an exhaustion beyond the repair of sleep.

Yet she seemed to draw some relief from talking.

“Iris would read about someone waking from a vegetative state and insist that whatever therapies they’d used, we use it. Full-bore. Even if we’d tried them before. No matter how many times we’d tried before. No matter that those people came out of persistent vegetative states, not permanent.”

“The kind people don’t come out of,” Jamie murmured.

“The doctors said from the start that he had essentially no chance of coming out of this. Each day made it even less likely. Most people with that kind of damage die within the first six months. Of the others, they can live two, three, even five years. But then…”

Schmidt came in, letting in louder sighing of position-shifting from a growing number of feet in the hallway, and handed Ally and Jamie each a cup of coffee. Both thanked him, but only Jamie drank any.

“The doctors have been saying for the past six weeks that Chad was losing ground. The cause of…”

She didn’t say the word they all mentally filled in: death.

She started another sentence that wouldn’t include the word. “Most often the dangers are from respiratory or urinary tract infections. Chad had those early on, but got past them. Lately, however, his organs have been declining — multiple organs. The doctors have been clear there’s not a way back from that.”

“They said that to his mother?” Maggie asked.

“They did. She wouldn’t listen. She’s been trying to find someone else to lead his care, to replace Dr. Sala. She always said he’d recover. She fought the medical staff using permanent.

“She was so angry. Ready to fight them with her bare hands, to try to make them take back what they were saying, as if their words were what was killing Chad. That has been her fuel. The anger. I don’t know what she’ll do now that…”

“What about Chad’s partner?” Tanner didn’t ask it to distract her. He didn’t mind that it did, but it was an investigative question.

Even when a partner wasn’t dearest, they were almost always nearest, offering a view on a law enforcement victim no one else could. If they would share.

She responded, still focused on her hands. “What about him?”

“Does he visit Chad?”

“He’s come a few times. He wasn’t Chad’s partner when — at the time of the shooting. He’d already left PCPD and gone to the FBI’s uniformed division. After a year or so they realized what a gem they have in Shindell and they’ve had him traveling for special events ever since.”

Landis, still on this side of the Potomac River then, remembered the word on Chad’s original partner. Shindell Ortiz was smart, well-liked, good at deescalating. A potential star who’d left for the FBI.

“Except now he’s being transferred to something hush-hush. Can’t get here a lot, but he checks in regularly. Phone, email— Oh. I have to let him know. And Chad’s sister-in-law, too. I have to call and tell—”

“No, you don’t. Department will take care of that,” Maggie said. “They’ll contact the sister-in-law officially and if Chad’s former partner’s stayed in touch with anybody—”

“He has.”

“—he’ll hear from them.”

“How long were Shindell and Chad partners?” Bel asked, as if making conversation rather than following up on the same line of logic as Landis’ that the partner was the cop version of a spouse or significant other. Always of interest.

“Almost three years. Chad’s very first partner retired quickly. Then he and Shindell were partnered.”

“What about after Ortiz left for the FBI? Who was Chad’s partner then?”

“He had a few. That was just before the department moved away from official partners for patrol. More flexible staffing.”

“Remember their names?” Bel asked.

That drew three distinct looks from the cousins. Ally thought he was being kind by trying to distract her. Maggie’s attention focused, thinking he asked because he was on to something. Jamie concluded he was doing both and showed her approval.

She was right.

“Some of those early ones came and went pretty quickly. I never met any of them in person. There was a Brent, though I’m not sure if that was his first name or his last. A Ted, I’m pretty sure. Susanna… Susanna Wuertl. In between the other two, I think.”

“Any issues there?” High partner turnover could be a sign of trouble. Though it could have been with the partners, while Northcutt was viewed as a stabilizing force.

“Issues? No. He seemed to like each of them okay.” She paused. “He thought Ted might be a regular partner, but then they changed the system.”

“He must have had other people he was close to in the department,” Landis said.

She answered without looking at him. “Oh, yes. His cousins, Rachel and Mark.”

He’d heard there were a lot of Northcutts in that department. All related.

“Brother and sister?”

“No. Mark’s father and Chad’s father were brothers. I suppose Rachel is more distant than a cousin, because her father was a cousin of those two brothers, although she’s always been close.”

“Chad close to anybody who wasn’t a Northcutt?” Bel asked.

The firm line of Ally’s mouth eased at his light question. “Dewey Selton and Ethan Paulz. The four of them — those two and Mark and Chad — played cards, watched sports, went fishing, and stayed in a cabin on the Eastern Shore.”

“So they’ve come around a—”

The door swung open sharply.

A neatly dressed woman of about sixty, with a dramatic sweep of white through the bangs of her otherwise more pepper than salt hair, strode in. The bangs did not hide that two pillars of wrinkles rose, one from the inside corner of each brow, disrupting the horizontal furrows in her forehead.

She glared around at the occupants of the room.

A female uniformed Piscattoway County Police Department sergeant entered behind her. The nametag on the uniform explained her presence: R. Northcutt.

If Landis had doubt about the newcomer being Iris Northcutt, Chad’s mother, the presence of what had to be Sergeant Rachel Northcutt trimmed it to zero.

“Ally, I’m so sorry,” Rachel started. “If I’d known, I would have been here right away.”

“It’s okay, Rachel. I’m glad you’re both here now.”

“We’re here, all right,” Iris snapped. “You weren’t. Where were you? My boy dying and you weren’t here with him.” The force of the woman’s words jutted her jaw forward and strained the cords of her neck. “They told me he was all alone.”

“Dawn—”

“His aunt here. Not his wife. How could you not be with him? That is your job. Your only job. The only thing you’re good for. The only thing. Never gave him a child. Selfish and barren on top of it and—”

Maggie surged up.

J.D. caught her around the waist at the same time Bel and Tanner stepped in front of Ally and faced her mother-in-law. But before they could close shoulders, Jamie slid between them and stood in front of the older woman.

“Ally was with me today. In court, Mrs. Northcutt.”

“You?”

“I’m her cousin, Jamie. Jamison Chancellor.”

The woman swung back to Ally, trying to jab a finger at her, but blocked by Landis and Bel. She might have made contact with Bel. She was lucky she didn’t with him.

“You chose to be with a cousin for some court formality instead of with your husband when he was dying.”

“That’s not fair,” Jamie said. “She came here as soon as she was notified that he’d taken a turn for the worse. How could she possibly know before that?”

Maggie went for the jugular. “Where have you been while your son’s dying?”

The woman’s lips drew back from her teeth. Maggie didn’t flinch.

“Iris.” Ally came around his left side and reached out to touch the older woman’s arm.

“No,” Maggie snapped. “She has no right to talk to you like that. Never has.”

“Maggie.” Jamie put a hand to her shoulder.

Only the opening of the door eased the standoff.

A doctor with thinning hair, tired eyes, and red marks beside his nose that said he usually wore glasses, stopped inside the door, followed by the same nurse who’d accompanied Ally. His gaze acknowledged Iris, but he addressed Ally.

“Mrs. Northcutt, we’ve stabilized Chad again. If you’d like to come back in now… I’m afraid, though, that it won’t be long.”

“I’m coming, but if you’d done your job, this wouldn’t be happening,” Iris spat at him. “There wouldn’t be any need to stabilize—”
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