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        Praise for 

        SPEAK OF THE DEVIL

        “If you relish hard-hitting, take-no-prisoners cops and a sharp, committed prosecutor who doesn’t hesitate to face down evil, Speak of the Devil is for you. . . . An excellent book.”

        —Catherine Coulter 

        “The moment you start reading, you’ll realize Allison Leotta doesn’t just write about this world. She lives in it—and works in it. She’s absorbed all its darkest parts. That’s why Speak of the Devil comes to life in the most haunting and best way.”

        —Brad Meltzer 

        “Former D.C. prosecutor Allison Leotta pens romantic suspense detailing street crime in a style that’s as real as it gets.”

        —USA Today

        “Leotta . . . knows her subject all too well. Fans of Linda Fairstein and Law and Order: SVU will be right at home here.”

        —Booklist

        “Suspenseful . . . Exciting.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “Speak of the Devil is not your garden-variety escapist fiction. It’s intelligent, probing and clear-eyed about the evil among us and how easily that evil can permeate a society when people are afraid to confront it. Part morality tale, part riveting drama, Speak of the Devil is very, very good.”

        —Washington Independent Review of Books

        “Leotta shows her strongest suit when she places her action in the courtroom in this pleasing third effort.”

        —Kirkus Reviews 

        “Entertaining.”

        —Minneapolis Star Tribune

        “Anna is a strong protagonist and Leotta’s weaving together of the prosecutor’s professional and personal life is seamless. . . . A surprise twist midway through the book will make you turn the pages even faster. . . . It’s almost impossible to put this book down before its satisfying, and unexpected, conclusion.” 

        —Mystery Scene Magazine

        “Her characters are richly detailed and seem like they could be real largely because the situations are drawn from actual cases.” 

        —Detroit Free Press

        “Speak of the Devil is another well-written, tense novel to enthrall readers.” 

        —Romance Reviews Today

        “Leotta, a former federal sex-crimes prosecutor, has the background to make Speak of the Devil seem authentic.” 

        —Associated Press

        “This is a true thriller, and this author—who was once a prosecutor—shows her immense judicial savvy when it comes to everything from the descriptions of the back rooms of power and the inner workings of the Federal Witness Protection Program, to the gang rituals that speak only of evil. An excellent story, fans will certainly hope that this is not the last installment in the life of Anna Curtis!”

        —Suspense Magazine 

        Praise for 

        DISCRETION

        Named One of the Top Ten Best Books of the Year by The Strand Magazine

        “Leotta, a former federal prosecutor, writes with authority and authenticity. Imagine one of the best episodes of the TV series Law and Order: SVU but set in Washington, D.C., instead of New York City. Besides the realistic feel of the courtroom machinations, Leotta also takes readers on a journey inside the elite of Washington and the world of escort services.”

        —Associated Press

        “A first-rate thriller. Leotta nails the trifecta of fiction: plot, pace, and character. Ranks right up there with the wonderful Linda Fairstein.” 

        —David Baldacci

        “Allison Leotta scores big again with Discretion, her top-notch follow-up to Law of Attraction. Smart and sexy, Discretion showcases Leotta’s rock-solid plotting as well as another star turn for her protagonist, Assistant U.S. Attorney Anna Curtis. If you liked Law of Attraction—and who didn’t?—you’ll love this one!” 

        —John Lescroart

        “The best legal thriller I’ve read this year, beautifully crafted and frighteningly real. Leotta knows her stuff cold and will bring you into a world of big money, corruption, high-end prostitution and murder. If you’re a fan of Grisham or Richard North Patterson, you simply have to buy this novel.” 

        —Douglas Preston

        “Fresh, fast, and addictive, and Allison Leotta’s experience as a federal sex-crimes prosecutor shines through on every page. The result is a realistic legal thriller that’s as fun to read as it is fascinating.”

        —Lisa Scottoline

        “Allison Leotta is quickly making her place at the table of D.C.’s finest crime and legal thriller novelists. She’s an assured and authentic voice, and a highly entertaining storyteller. Discretion is another winner from this talented writer.” 

        —George Pelecanos

        “A terrific read. Slick, sexy, and very smart. Allison Leotta is a master at creating tension and then mercilessly tightening it. This is the kind of book I love to read, crafted by a wonderfully imaginative writer, who really knows what she is talking about. Allison Leotta is headed to the top of the heap.” 

        —Michael Palmer

        “Discretion is full of treachery and betrayal, but it’s the characters who rule these pages. Allison Leotta expertly ratchets up the suspense and brings to life a fictional world that is cutting-edge current.” 

        —Steve Berry

        Praise for 

        LAW OF ATTRACTION

        Named One of the Best Legal Thrillers of the Year 
by Suspense Magazine

        “With this riveting debut legal thriller, Leotta, a federal sex-crimes prosecutor in Washington, D.C., joins the big leagues with pros like Lisa Scottoline and Linda Fairstein. A vulnerable, tenacious heroine; surprising twists and turns; and equal parts romance and danger are a recipe for success. Readers will feverishly hope for a second book.” 

        —Library Journal (starred review)

        “The balance between romance and suspense can be difficult to sustain in a mystery. In this debut novel, Leotta smoothly blends both into an engaging legal thriller that’s far better than anything I’ve read from Grisham or the like.” 

        —Minneapolis StarTribune

        “[A] racy legal thriller . . . tackling a still-taboo subject.”

        —The Washington Post

        “A winning legal thriller . . . creating a buzz with critics.” 

        —Detroit Free Press

        “Sharing an insider look into the intricate dynamics of the criminal justice system blended with the powerful draw of intense and realistic characters, Leotta has created more than your typical thriller. This is an author to keep your eye on. [Leotta is] an up-and-coming literary giant.” 

        —Suspense Magazine

        “This is a major debut, and Leotta is a female John Grisham.” 

        —Providence Journal

        “A beautifully written and suspenseful debut, offering not only an inside look at crime and the courts in D.C., but an exploration of the family dynamics that affect so much of who we are and what we do. A fabulous book!”

        —Barbara Delinsky, author of Not My Daughter 
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For my parents, with love and gratitude


“The Mara Salvatrucha, also known as MS-13, is the world’s most dangerous gang.”

—NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC EXPLORER
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Anna fiddled with the napkin on her lap and willed her stomach to calm. Get it together, Curtis. In court, she was tough. She was fearless. As a sex-crimes prosecutor in D.C., she looked in the eyes of the city’s most dangerous men, pointed at them, and described the worst things they’d ever done. But this was different.

This was her life. And tonight she had to execute the most important personal decision she’d ever made.

The Tabard Inn consistently ranked as one of the most romantic restaurants in D.C., which was why she’d chosen it. The evening was warm and clear, and she’d scored a table in the outdoor courtyard. Waves of ivy covered the brick walls; patches of dark sky peeked through a canopy of potted trees. Attractive diners sat around candlelit tables, swirling expensive glasses of wine. The setting was perfect.

Now if the guy would only show up.

Her phone buzzed with an incoming text. She glanced down hopefully, but the message was work-related.

Det. Hector Ramos: Parking near brothel. Heading in soon.

She texted back.

Good. Be safe.

She set the phone down and watched the door, wondering when Jack would walk through—and how it would feel to meet his eyes now that she’d made her decision. He was ten minutes late, which wasn’t like him. Maybe he wasn’t coming. That wouldn’t be surprising, given their recent history. She would either have the most romantic moment of her life or crushing humiliation. She felt like the Bachelorette, only with slightly less cleavage showing.

•  •  •

Two miles away, Tierra Guerrero counted the lines radiating from the circle of rotten ceiling. Seven. Not a perfect spider, then, but nobody’s perfect. She was just glad to have something to look at. The ceilings she worked under became intimately familiar, and the spidery crack provided a welcome distraction.

It was distracting her, even now, from Ricardo’s wet grunts in her ear. His red face bobbed a few inches above hers; his humid breath filled her lungs. The bed rocked with his relentless pumping. Most johns were limited to fifteen minutes, but the brothel owner could go as long as he wanted.

Her hips ached from being pummeled against the mattress all day. She wanted a hot shower, dinner, and a long night’s sleep. “Ooh.” She ran her fingers down Ricardo’s back and tried to sound like a woman overcome with lust. “Sí, sí, sí.” To her ears, the moans sounded lame, but most dates responded to even the feeblest signs of passion. Ricardo was no different. He squeezed her arms and pumped faster.

The room was small and shabby, lit by a cheap bedside lamp. A sheet hung from the ceiling, separating two sagging mattresses. The privacy curtain was unnecessary at the moment, though—the other mattress was empty. Tierra was the only girl working today, which meant lots of money, but also lots of wear and tear. She glanced longingly at the stack of poker chips on the nightstand. She hoped Ricardo would be fair when she exchanged the chips for cash. She was supposed to get half the money from her tricks, but Ricardo seemed like the slippery type. She sighed and went back to watching the spidery crack. How much longer could he keep this up?

The sound of male voices drifted in from the living room. They were louder and angrier than the usual murmur of men waiting their turn. She glanced at Ricardo, but his eyes were squeezed shut, his face scrunched in ecstasy. His body might be on top of hers, but his mind was far away.

The bedroom door burst open and crashed into the wall. Three young men strode in, all wearing trench coats, all carrying machetes. Tierra tried to sit up, but she was pinned by the brothel owner’s body.

“Ricardo!” she screamed.

Too late.

One of the men hitched an arm around Ricardo’s neck and yanked him off her. He slammed the owner against the wall, held the machete to his throat, and spoke in a low growl.

“This is for the Mara Salvatrucha.”

•  •  •

The unmarked Jeep Cherokee pulled to the curb two blocks from the brothel. Three of the four officers wore bulletproof vests with the word POLICE stamped in white letters. Only Hector Ramos wore jeans and a black T-shirt. The only Hispanic detective on D.C.’s Human Trafficking Task Force, Hector played the undercover “customer” in many of the brothel busts in the city.

“She’s not a lesbian,” Hector said, tucking the transmitter into his front pocket.

“Of course she is,” said Ralph. “I have proof.”

“She said no when you asked her out?”

“Exactly.”

“That’d make half the women in D.C. lesbians.”

The guys in the back laughed.

“Your mother didn’t say no.”

“That’s the best you got?” Hector said. “Mama jokes? No wonder she turned you down.”

“Your mother loved my jokes.” Ralph took a swig of coffee. “Seriously, though. Why won’t she date police?”

“Lady like that wants a hero.” Hector put his real wallet into the glove compartment and stuffed the decoy wallet into his back pocket. “Not a bunch of children.”

He knew the guys would talk about Anna Curtis the whole time he was gone. The prosecutor was beautiful, friendly, and single. She was both a diversion and an enigma to the police who worked with her. Hector was considering asking her out himself—he might stand a better chance than most. If this bust went well, maybe he’d ask her to go to the firing range or grab drinks after work one night.

He reached around and patted his lower back. His fingers rested momentarily on the Glock, solid and reassuring, tucked into his jeans. He opened the door.

“You boys gonna be okay in this big car all by yourselves?”

“Get the fuck outta here,” Ralph laughed.

“Good luck,” called a voice from the backseat. The UC work was the riskiest part of the operation.

“I don’t need luck.” Hector stepped out of the Jeep. “I got you guys watching my back.” He shut the door and walked toward the brothel.
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Anna watched the restaurant’s inner door swing open, and Jack finally strode into the Tabard Inn’s courtyard. Broad-shouldered, a couple inches north of six feet tall, Jack always made an impression when he walked into a room. He had smooth brown skin and light green eyes, and wore his head cleanly shaved. Tonight, he’d traded his usual suit for dark jeans and a white linen button-down shirt, allowing her a glimpse of the dark copper skin of his chest.

He walked with easy grace across the brick patio to her. She noticed some other diners—mostly women, but a few men—watching him. Anna stood nervously, causing her napkin to fall off her lap. She leaned to pick it up; when she stood again, Jack was next to her. She tipped her head up to meet his eyes, wondering what kind of reception she would find there. He smiled at her, warily, but with real warmth, and her heart did a happy little dance.

“Hello, Anna.” His voice was a deep baritone, incredibly sexy when it was this soft.

“Hi.” Being this close to him made her feel a little shaky, in the best way.

They paused, unsure how to greet each other after all this time. She closed the space between them, put her hand on his bicep, and leaned up to kiss his cheek. It was freshly shaved smooth, but his scent was what really got to her. Soap, clean linen, and the fresh peppermint that his daughter put in his pocket every morning. He was the one who pulled her the final few inches into a hug. She rested her forehead against his jawbone, closed her eyes, and let her nose almost graze the side of his neck as she breathed him in.

“It’s good to see you,” he murmured.

“Yes.”

When she opened her eyes, much of the conversation on the patio had stopped. People were looking at them. She cleared her throat and stepped back, feigning nonchalance. She was used to the stares. Jack was African-American, born and bred in D.C., street-smart with a professorial edge. She was blond and blue-eyed, slowly learning to tamp down her earnest Midwestern smile. Even in the diverse District, they drew the occasional double take.

“You look beautiful,” Jack said. “Tall.”

“You too,” she laughed. The four-inch heels she wore with her little black dress were a departure. Even with the extra height, she was two inches shorter than Jack. She felt both glamorous and unsteady.

They sat at the round iron table, the candle throwing soft light onto Jack’s angular cheekbones. A waiter came and gestured to the wine list. She didn’t know wine, so she just chose a bottle of champagne in the middle. It cost more than she’d normally spend on groceries for a week, but what the hell, it might be the biggest night of her life. Jack raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment.

“Thanks for coming,” she said.

“Of course. Your call was unexpected—but welcome.”

Welcome was good. Welcome meant she had a chance.

During their big fight, Anna had been furious at him. But with the passage of time and the perspective that came with it, she realized that she’d been at least partially wrong. Okay, mostly wrong. But that fight was just a symptom of a much larger problem: that Jack had wanted a long-term commitment, while she remained uncertain.

After they broke up, she was heartsick—but knew it was pointless to rekindle their romance unless she was certain she would stay forever. That was only fair to him and his six-year-old daughter. Now that Anna was certain, she didn’t know if he still felt the same way.

The waiter came back with a chilled bottle. He popped the cork and splashed an inch of the bubbly into Anna’s flute, then stood looking at her expectantly. It took her a moment to realize she was supposed to taste the champagne. Growing up, it had been a big deal when her mom took them to Denny’s. She took a sip and paused, as if making a truly discriminating choice. “Excellent,” she pronounced. The waiter bowed slightly and poured champagne into both flutes.

Jack was fighting back a smile. He was ten years older and, it sometimes felt, decades wiser.

“How are things on the ninth floor?” she asked.

“Okay.” Jack was chief of the Homicide unit, one of the most prestigious positions in the country’s largest U.S. Attorney’s Office. He described the challenges of a recent hiring freeze. But Anna found it difficult to process his words. She was staring at his mouth, wondering how he would respond to her Big Question. What if he said no? What if he said yes? She couldn’t make it through an entire dinner without knowing.

Jack seemed to sense her distraction. He stopped talking about budget cuts and asked, “What’s on your mind, sweetheart?”

The endearment kindled her courage. She took a deep breath.

“Jack, I—” She’d tried different versions of her speech all day. But now the words evaporated. Only the core emotion remained. “I love you. My days don’t really seem to happen until I tell you about them. I hate every night we’re not together.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out the little red box from the Tiny Jewel Box. She slid it across the table.

“Open it,” she whispered.

He looked at her for a long moment before sliding the box open. Inside was a men’s dress watch. It was the single most expensive item she’d ever purchased. Jack looked up again, his face inscrutable. She plowed ahead.

“I—I know this isn’t how this is usually done. But I couldn’t come back to you, and Olivia, without being able to tell you that I want to spend the rest of my life with you. So I got you a token. To show you how serious I am.

“I know I’ve made mistakes. And I’m sorry. I never saw how a good relationship works. But I promise I’ll do whatever I can to be a good partner to you, and a good mother to Olivia.”

She reached over, pulled the watch out of the box, and turned it around so he could read the inscription on the back: I WANT TO SPEND ALL MY TIME WITH YOU.

“Will you marry me?” she asked.

A breeze ruffled the ivy on the wall next to him. The candle on their table danced, sending a shadow flickering over Jack’s face. He rocked back in his chair, opened his mouth, and closed it again. It was rare to see the formidable Homicide chief speechless. She became aware of the stares from the other people on the patio, as the silence stretched into an eternity of heart-pounding, stomach-clenching anticipation. Finally, Jack took the watch from her hands and slowly returned it to the box.

“Anna,” he said softly. “No.”
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Tierra curled up on the mattress, trying to cover her naked body with trembling arms. She watched the man holding the machete to Ricardo’s throat. The brothel owner was skinny everywhere except his belly, which was so round and fat, it looked like he’d swallowed a basketball. He wore a white undershirt, black socks, and a purple condom, which shriveled and splatted to the floor.

“Gato, please,” Ricardo croaked. “Stop.”

“Oh, am I hurting you?” Gato replied in Spanish. “Pardon me.” He threw an elbow into Ricardo’s face. Ricardo’s nose crunched, bent, and spouted blood. The two men standing by the bed laughed.

“You think you’re hurt now,” said the one nearest Tierra. “We haven’t even gotten started.” This man wore a crazy grin, which widened as he looked down at her. He grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her across the mattress toward him. She yelped in pain.

“Where are the other girls?” Gato asked. He shifted the machete so the blade lay on Ricardo’s chest.

The brothel owner opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Gato sighed and put his weight into the steel; it sliced through Ricardo’s undershirt and drew a diagonal red line across his chest.

Ricardo shrieked, “Their car broke down on I-95! Please, stop!”

Gato eased up on the blade. “How unlucky. You believe him, Psycho?”

“It doesn’t matter. The unlucky one is this puta.”

The grinning man called Psycho tightened his grip on Tierra’s hair and ran the blade of his machete softly up her thigh. The room tilted and swayed; Tierra thought she might faint.

“Can I go first?” asked the third man. He appeared to be the youngest of the three. “I never get to go first.” Like the others, he spoke Spanish peppered with English. His eyes were glassy and unfocused.

“You’ll wait your turn, Bufón,” said Psycho. “Gato, you want the honors?”

Keeping the brothel owner pinned to the wall, Gato glanced over at Tierra. Instead of the cruelty she expected, she found sympathy in his face. Desperate hope flashed through her. This Gato might actually help her. She pleaded with her eyes. But Gato blinked and looked back at Psycho.

“No, man. I’m handling this cabron. You do it.”

“My pleasure.”

Psycho unbuttoned his pants, letting go of her hair as he fumbled with his zipper. Tierra forced herself not to run. She wouldn’t stand a chance if she fought or struggled. No, she’d do whatever these men told her, whatever it took to survive. She’d been screwing strange men all day. Three more wouldn’t kill her. She hoped. She looked down submissively, preparing herself for the worst. But she wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

A fourth intruder stepped silently through the bedroom door. In his right hand he carried a bloody machete. In his left, he held up the severed head of the cuidador, the doorman who was supposed to be guarding the brothel. The cuidador’s face was frozen mid-scream; his ragged neck dripped blood onto the floor.

Tierra shuddered at the head, but the beast who held it terrified her even more. He was dressed like the others, in a trench coat and jeans, but Tierra understood that he was not human. His skin was entirely covered with dark hieroglyphs. His nose was just two nostrils sunken into his face. He had long black hair—and two fleshy horns protruding from his forehead.

He was the Devil.

She was vaguely aware of the warm wetness spreading on the mattress, as she lost control of her bladder.

“I am first,” the Devil said.

He tossed the severed head across the room to Psycho, who caught it with a grunt and a grin. A line of scarlet droplets spattered the wall. The Devil rolled the machete in his hand and looked down at Tierra. He licked his lips and smiled, revealing a row of gleaming white teeth, each sharpened to a point.

She screamed and screamed, but no sound came out.

•  •  •

Hector Ramos walked down the quiet street of row houses. Although the sky was dark, the night was warm. It had been a hot day for early October, and heat still radiated from the pavement, releasing the scent of asphalt and motor grease. The usual urban activity buzzed from a distance: cars honking on Thirteenth Street, sirens pealing a few blocks over. A man in a suit hurried past, engrossed in something he was texting. This street was a few blocks from Tivoli Square, a historic complex whose renovation had recently caused a wave of gentrification. But many of the longtime Hispanic residents remained, and this was now a diverse and vibrant neighborhood.

It still had some blemishes, though. The brothel operating on Monroe Street was one of them. The redbrick row house looked like all the others on this street, although it hadn’t been fixed up like some of its neighbors. The shutters were peeling, the porch sagged, the windows were caked with filth. Weeds clumped in a mostly dirt yard.

The brothel was small but a nuisance on the block. The neighbors didn’t appreciate the stream of men going in and out in regular fifteen-minute intervals. Complaints had been made; a quick investigation launched; a confidential informant reported four girls working ten hours a day in the basement apartment. Last week, Hector had conducted an afternoon of surveillance. Based on the number of men he saw, each girl might be handling a hundred customers a week.

Hector could have brought his anticipatory search warrant to any sex-crimes prosecutor in the U.S. Attorney’s Office, but he preferred to knock on Anna’s door. Not just because she was pretty. Anna was kind and respectful, even when she was correcting some flaw in his warrant. If this bust went well, he’d have a chance to work with her more.

For now, he focused on the row house. There were two things he always worried about at this stage. First, had the informant lied to him, and was he about to raid some innocent family’s home? Second, would someone inside try to kill him?

The “Eyes” of the operation would watch with binoculars, and Ralph would listen through the transmitter tucked in Hector’s pocket. A fifth officer was waiting in the back alley, securing the rear door. But the arrest team was a block away, and they couldn’t see what went down in the brothel. Once Hector was inside, he was on his own.

He would be quick. Go in, hand thirty dollars to the doorman, establish that he would be getting sex in return for the money. Take his poker chip. A real john would give his chip to the next available girl, who would give him fifteen minutes in return. But Hector would “have to go to the bathroom” first. Then the team would raid the place, arrest everyone inside, and search the house for more evidence. It wasn’t easy work, but Hector and his team had the routine down. They did it several times a month.

Of course, another brothel would soon pop up a few blocks from here, part of the game of Whac-A-Mole the police played with pimps and prostitutes. But the good citizens of Monroe Street would be appeased. At least for a few months.

Hector trotted down the concrete steps to the front door of the basement apartment. A couple of dark-haired kids were putting up Halloween decorations on the stoop next door, talking in mixed English and Spanish. Hector made eye contact with a boy who was holding a little plastic skeleton on a string.

“Hola.” Hector smiled at the boy as he knocked on the door.

“Shhh.” The boy brought a finger to his lips. “The Devil is inside.”

The hair on the back of Hector’s neck stood up.
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A woman at the next table was looking at Anna with pity. That was not the reaction Anna had been hoping to elicit tonight. She felt the blood rushing to her cheeks, burning with the pain of rejection and the embarrassment of having it happen so publicly. The latter was her own fault, for popping the question in a crowded restaurant. She tucked the little red box back into her purse, as if hiding the watch could also hide the debacle of presenting it.

“Anna,” Jack said gently. “Wait.”

She didn’t want him to see the hurt on her face. She looked down at her purse, like she was trying to find something in there. Maybe her dignity.

“I understand,” she said.

“You don’t understand.” Jack’s voice was quiet but firm. “Look at me.”

She met his eyes. Despite everything, she still found them a warm and happy place to land.

“When a couple gets engaged,” he said, “they have to tell that story over and over again, for years.”

She tilted her head.

“I’m a traditional kind of guy. In our story . . .” Jack’s eyes were twinkling. “I want to be the one who does the asking.”

He pulled out his own little red box, stood up, and walked over to Anna’s chair. Then he knelt down on one knee. He opened up the box and turned it toward Anna. Nestled in the white silk was a sparkling diamond on a platinum band. She found it hard to take a breath.

She remembered this ring. It was the one Jack had pointed out when they were at the Tiny Jewel Box a month ago, following up on some evidence in a case involving an escort who was killed at the U.S. Capitol. When Anna realized he was checking out engagement rings for personal reasons, she’d freaked out. That had contributed to their breakup. Now she was overcome with happiness to see the ring again.

“Anna Curtis,” he said, grinning. “I think I know the answer to this question. But I’ll go ahead and ask. Will you marry me?”

Anna looked at the man kneeling in front of her. She wanted to take in every detail of this moment, knowing she would replay it for the rest of her life: Jack, holding the ring out like a glittering promise of their future, his green eyes glowing with happiness, his mouth curved into a broad white smile.

“Yes!” The word came out in a hiccup. She realized she was crying. Her hands were shaking, but he held the left one steady as he slipped the ring onto her finger.

They were both standing, arms around each other, her body pressed hard against his. She kissed him as tears streamed down her cheeks.

The sound of clapping brought her back to the present. They pulled apart and saw that the rest of the restaurant was cheering for them. Jack grinned at her. He looked young and radiant and ridiculously happy.

“We should’ve asked for a bulk discount at the Tiny Jewel Box,” he said.

She laughed through her tears, feeling giddy. “When did you buy the ring?”

“Before we even went there for the Capitol case.” He took a napkin from the table and dabbed her cheeks.

“And you’ve been carrying it around ever since?”

“I couldn’t bring myself to return it. It’s been sitting in my nightstand. That’s why I was late. Your friend Grace tipped me off. I ran home and got it.”

“Grace! I swore her to secrecy.”

“It was all in pursuit of a worthy cause.”

He twined his fingers with hers and held up her hand so they could look at the ring on her finger. It sparkled even in candlelight.

“How are we going to tell the office?” Anna asked. They’d kept their relationship a secret until now.

“Forget the office,” Jack laughed. “How are we going to tell Olivia?”

His sassy six-year-old daughter was either going to be Anna’s biggest fan or her severest critic. But Anna put aside her worries about office politics and family drama. She stepped back into Jack’s embrace. She just wanted to bask in the bliss of getting engaged to the man she loved. They’d figure out everything else tomorrow.
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A moment after Hector knocked, a woman began yelling from inside the brothel.

“Ayúdeme! Ayúdeme!”

Her voice was muffled, but her words were unmistakable.

“A woman is calling for help inside.” Hector spoke loudly toward his pocket so the arrest team would hear him through the transmitter. “I need backup. I’m going in.”

Cursing under his breath, he pulled the Glock from the back of his jeans, braced himself, and kicked the door to the basement apartment. It buckled open. Hector swung into the brothel, gun first. So much for the plan. There would be no evidence collection, no orderly execution of a search warrant. Not when there was a woman screaming for help.

The dim hallway smelled of cigarettes, latex, and sex. Hector’s eyes skimmed the interior and landed on a hulking shape at the end of the hall. One man was crouched over another, rifling through his pockets. The crouching man sprang to his feet, holding a machete. He was young, with the glassy, unfocused eyes of the very high.

“Stop!” Hector yelled. “Police!”

The man raised his machete and charged at him, screaming obscenities in Spanish. Hector had years of training and experience; he’d practiced hundreds of drills—but a guy charging with a machete was still a heart-stopping moment.

Hector fired twice into the man’s center mass. The machete clattered to the floor. The guy dropped a couple of yards from Hector’s feet. Burned gunpowder overpowered the brothel’s other smells.

The sound of gunshots inside the apartment was stunning. Hector had been on the Metropolitan Police Department for ten years; he had fired his Glock countless times on the range and in MPD training. But he’d never shot a person. His ears rang from the noise; his heart pounded from the shock of what he’d just done.

Ralph and the others rushed inside behind him. Ralph knelt down and started cuffing the guy Hector had shot. No telling what damage the shots had done—the man still had to be incapacitated.

Hector stepped around Ralph and approached the prone man whose pockets the machete guy had been going through. His hands and feet were bound with duct tape—but his entire head was gone. Where there should have been a face there was just a pool of blood on dirty carpet. Hector swallowed back a wave of bile and kept going.

The hallway deposited him into a dark and musty living room. The main source of light was a boxy old TV with porn playing on it. “Ah, ah, ah!” the woman on TV moaned, her breasts bouncing frantically as she rode the man beneath her. A cheap plastic stopwatch was tacked to the wall, to track the time each john was allowed. A bookshelf was overturned, its stash of condoms, lube, and VHS porn tapes scattered on the floor. A few dingy couches slouched around the TV. Several of the cushions had been sliced open, and bits of the inner fluff floated through the air.

Another man lay on a couch; he was also bound in duct tape, with a piece of tape over his mouth. This man was alive and terrified. He met Hector’s gaze and signaled with his head toward the back rooms.

Hector strode to a bedroom and threw open the door. There were two mattresses separated by a curtain, but otherwise the room was empty. He moved to the next bedroom.

It took him a moment to process the scene. A naked woman curled on a mattress, sobbing. Next to the bed, a grinning man scrambled to pull up his pants, which were tangled around his ankles. A severed human head—presumably from the body in the hallway—was impaled on top of a cheap bedside lamp. It dripped blood onto the lightbulb, which flickered in protest.

Two men in trench coats were fumbling with the lock on the bedroom’s back door, which led outside to the back alley. They held a third man, who wore only a bloody white T-shirt and black socks. Hector recognized him from his mug shot—Ricardo Amaya, the brothel owner, the man Hector had come here to arrest.

One of the two thugs was an average-looking Hispanic male, but the other seemed to be wearing some sort of mask. Hector’s eyes went to their hands, assessing the threat they presented. Both thugs carried machetes, but unlike the fool in the front hallway, they didn’t raise them at Hector. Instead, they opened the back door and stepped outside into the dark alley, dragging the half-naked brothel owner with them.

Hector could see another officer outside in the alley, guarding the rear door. The weird-looking thug hurled Ricardo at the officer. The officer was bowled over; he and the brothel owner fell in a tangled heap to the ground. The two thugs took off running.

Meanwhile, the man with his pants around his ankles was reaching toward a machete on the floor. Hector kicked the machete away and slammed the guy, chest-first, into the wall. Hector cuffed him, then shoved him into Ralph’s arms.

“Call for backup,” Hector said. “Two Hispanic males with machetes, wearing jeans and trench coats, running west toward Fourteenth Street.”

Hector ran through the bedroom’s back door and out into the dark alley. He could see the two thugs rounding the corner, more than a block away. He sprinted after them.



6

An hour later, Detective Tavon McGee knelt down in the brothel’s front yard. The flashing police lights illuminated a little plastic skeleton lying in the dirt. With gloved hands, he pinched the string attached to the plastic skull and held up the figurine. The little skeleton seemed to dance on its cord as the detective examined it with a flashlight.

McGee filled his lungs with the warm night air, momentarily relieved to study the kitschy representation of death as opposed to the real thing. The scene inside the brothel was a bloody mess. Two corpses: one downed by the double-tap of a police Glock, one duct-taped and decapitated. Three injured: the brothel owner with his chest carved up, drifting in and out of consciousness; a second man, duct-taped and confused; and a naked prostitute, bruised and bloody, sobbing nonsensically about el diablo. The three survivors were on their way to Howard University Hospital; the two dead were headed to the Medical Examiner’s Office.

The crime-scene techs had their work cut out for them: dozens of used condoms in the garbage can in the bedroom. Blood spattered on the bedroom walls. Broken furniture strewn around the living room.

It was a messy scene, and it was going to be a messy case. Two of the invaders had gotten away. The police involved in the shooting would not be able to work the case. A Use of Force investigation would be launched, to determine whether Hector Ramos’s shooting was justified. All of the officers would be placed on administrative leave pending the decision. Their union attorneys might not let them talk for weeks, if not months. McGee would have to figure much of this out on his own.

He was a homicide detective, had been for over twenty years. He was used to sorting out the relationships between the living and the dead.

A movement in the row house next door caught his eye. A dark-haired kid was cracking open the front door and peering out. The boy was maybe five years old, with knobby knees and wide brown eyes.

“This yours, little man?” McGee called. He held up the plastic skeleton. The kid nodded. McGee walked up the steps to the boy’s porch. The metal railing around the porch was decorated with dozens of identical little skeletons, as well as black rubber bats and pipe-cleaner spiders. Ghosts made of wispy white sheets hung from the ceiling, twirling slowly in the breeze. McGee handed the little skeleton to the boy. “What’s your name?”

“I’m not ’posed to talk to strangers.”

“It’s okay. I’m the police.”

McGee touched the badge hanging from a thin chain around his neck. The kid still looked worried. McGee knelt down so their heads were almost the same height. Then he smiled, revealing the gummy gap where his two front teeth used to be.

Tavon McGee was 6’4”, 290 pounds, with skin the color of espresso beans. He could use his bulk to intimidate witnesses or bureaucrats. But with kids, the key was getting down on their level—and smiling. The gap in McGee’s front teeth made children feel like he was one of them. Folks speculated on why he didn’t get the hole fixed. Fact was, he’d solved more than one homicide because some child felt comfortable talking to him. No one could argue with the highest case-closure rate in D.C.

The boy said, “My name’s Jorge.”

“That must’ve been pretty scary, what you saw next door, Jorge.”

The kid looked down at the little skeleton in his hands.

“But I’m guessing you were brave, right?”

The boy met his eyes and nodded.

“What happened?”

“The Devil told me to shush,” the boy whispered. “Then he went in there with his friends.”

“What do you mean, the Devil?”

The kid held two index fingers to his forehead, simulating horns.

A woman appeared in the doorway. “Jorge!” she cried. “Venga aqui! Ahora!”

The kid ran into the house. McGee stood up, his knees creaking in protest. The woman tried to shut the door in his face, but he stuck a foot into the doorjamb.

“Ma’am, I need to talk to your son.”

“No hablo ínglés.”

She pushed on the door, putting pressure on McGee’s foot. He held up his badge and cocked his head. She reluctantly allowed him inside.

Ten minutes later, he walked back out again, with the names and DOBs of everyone in the house—but no further information about the crime next door. Mom refused to allow the kid to talk to him any more. McGee would return tomorrow with a subpoena requiring the boy to testify in the grand jury. But he knew how these things worked. By tomorrow, Jorge’s mother would have convinced him that he hadn’t seen anything. McGee sighed and brushed a ghost out of his way as he went down the steps.

Hector Ramos came out of the brothel’s basement door, leading a young Hispanic man in handcuffs. The handcuffed man grinned at McGee. He’d been smiling all night. It was a strange smile, completely inappropriate for his situation. McGee wondered what the hell was wrong with him. The man wasn’t carrying ID and wasn’t giving his name. McGee glanced at the tattoos covering his neck, at the two teardrop tattoos by his eye. They’d find out his name soon enough; no way this gangbanger hadn’t been arrested and fingerprinted before.

McGee nodded at the Human-Trafficking detective. Hector was known as a solid cop and a dependable teammate. McGee wondered why he hadn’t left MPD for a higher-paying federal job years ago. Putting this mope in the cruiser would be the last official move Hector would make for a while, though. McGee doubted the detective would enjoy his time out on administrative leave. He got the impression that Hector was an action guy.

Hector stopped before putting the thug in the cruiser and spoke to McGee. “Gotta show you something.” Hector pulled out an evidence bag with a small photo inside it. “I found this in his pants pocket when I frisked him. You know who this is, right?”

McGee took the bag and looked at it. The police flashers bounced red and blue light on the photograph of a woman’s face, smiling and beautiful. McGee knew the face, but she was so out of place and unexpected here, it took him a moment to recognize her. He stopped breathing for a moment. Good Lord.

“Mirandized?” he asked Hector.

“Yeah.”

“Why do you have this picture?” McGee held it before the tattooed man.

The guy’s weird smile grew. “She’s my girlfriend, man.”

“The hell she is. Where’d you get this from?”

“Go fuck yourself is where. I want my lawyer.”

McGee shoved the guy into the back of the police cruiser and slammed the door. He paced the curb and considered calling Jack Bailey. Jack had a right to know. But McGee had heard what Jack and Anna were up to tonight. He didn’t want to ruin this night for them.

He put the picture in his pocket. Let Jack and Anna have one night of happiness and celebration. They deserved it. He’d tell them tomorrow.



7

Colorful lights danced across Anna’s eyelids: blue, green, yellow, orange, red. She kept her eyes shut. She was warm and comfortable and exactly where she wanted to be. Jack was spooned against her back, both of them naked. She pushed herself backward, snuggling even closer. His lips brushed her ear and his hand cupped her breast. She murmured happily.

The sound of the doorknob rattling sent a shot of adrenaline coursing through her body. She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest. Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass arch above the picture window, throwing a colorful checkerboard onto the bed and wood floor.

“Daddy, wake up!” called Olivia’s high-pitched voice. The knob rattled again. “Why is the door locked? You’re gonna be late for work!”

“Okay, honey, I’m coming.” Jack sat up, blinking at his alarm clock. “Ask Luisa to make you some breakfast.”

“Duh! I already did.” Little footsteps trotted away from the door.

Anna smiled at him. “Tough crowd.”

“You think so now? Wait till we tell her we’re getting married.”

“I know. I’m scared.”

“Kidding.” He kissed her and climbed out of bed. She let her eyes wander over his long, athletic body. “I think she’s going to be really happy to hear it. She’s been asking about you a lot.”

“Mm. That seems unlikely.”

Back when Anna and Jack were just friends, Olivia seemed to like her. But the little girl cooled when she realized Anna was taking an important place in her father’s heart. Anna tried to win her over, and eventually thought she and Olivia were having a breakthrough. That was right before Anna’s big fight with Jack. She hadn’t seen the little girl since.

Jack and Anna padded to the bathroom. She felt content and pleasantly achy from their exertions the night before. She loved showering with him again, soaping him up, talking about their day as the steam clouded the shower door. My fiancé, she thought, watching him run a razor over his scalp. My future husband. My family. The words sent a bolt of happiness through her.

She was done showering first. She wrapped one towel around her head and one around her torso and went into the bedroom. Her phone flashed with a new text message.

Jody Curtis: Well?

Anna called her sister. Jody lived in Michigan, and was all the family Anna had.

“What happened?” Jody answered breathlessly.

“He said yes! Actually, he said no, but then he proposed to me.”

“Congratulations! He’s obviously a very wise man.” Jody made Anna describe the entire night in detail.

“He’s amazing,” Anna concluded. “Just—the best man I know.”

“You’re gushing. It’s cracking me up. I love it.”

“I can’t wait for you to meet him. When can you come to D.C.?”

“In three weeks?”

“Great! We can go wedding-dress shopping. You’ll be my maid of honor, right?”

“I better be. But I’m not sure that title works. Can I be your maid of dishonor?”

“Perfect.” Anna laughed, then quieted. It felt unfair that she should be so happy when Jody was going through a rough time. “How are things on your end?”

“Actually,” Jody lowered her voice. “I’m just getting dressed at Brent’s house now.”

“Jo! I thought you decided no more of his booty calls.”

“Oh, Annie. One more walk of shame isn’t gonna make a difference.”

“You deserve better than this.”

“Not everyone finds Prince Charming. Some of us have to settle for the frogs.”

“That is so wrong. No one should settle for a frog. Especially not you.”

Anna could hear a muffled male voice in the background.

“Gotta go,” Jody said. “Love ya.”

“No frogs!”

The line clicked.

Jack stuck his head out of the bathroom door. “You dealing with a plague?”

“Yeah, the plague of my sister’s ex-boyfriend.” Anna sighed and used the towel to dry her hair. She wondered how she could convince Jody to believe in herself enough to stop hooking up with cheating, lying Brent—without coming across as the obnoxious big sister who thought she had the world all figured out.

For now, Anna just had to figure out how to dress for the day. She went to Jack’s closet, where a few of her clothes still hung, a remnant of their prebreakup era. She pulled some pieces out, trying to create an outfit from the wardrobe scraps. She’d have to stop by her apartment and get more clothes and her cat tonight.

She dressed in a black pantsuit and sensible pumps—the uniform of female prosecutors—and a lacy ivory camisole that felt fittingly bridal. As Jack buttoned up his shirt, she opened the window shade and gazed out. It was wonderful to be back here, looking at the mature trees and historic homes. She knew this place better than she knew her own apartment in the city. The neighbors, the mail carrier, even the gardeners setting up to mow Jack’s yard were familiar.

When she turned around, Jack was knotting a red tie. She smiled at how handsome her future husband looked in a suit.

“Ready?” he asked her.

She might never feel ready to face Olivia. But she nodded.

He held her hand, and they walked down the wooden steps of his old Victorian. Anna noticed, as she always did, the picture hanging in the hall by Olivia’s room. It was a studio portrait of Jack and his late wife, holding an infant Olivia between them. Nina Flores had been a beautiful police officer, killed in the line of duty four years ago. Jack rarely spoke about it. But Nina’s presence was everywhere in the house. Nina was the one who’d painted Jack’s bedroom walls red, who’d hung the lacy curtains in Olivia’s room, who’d planted the peach tree in the front yard. Anna was very aware that she was stepping into a household that another woman had created. She supposed she would make her own mark eventually. She would try to do it while respecting the woman who’d come before.

They followed the voices to the sunny kitchen at the back of the house. Olivia was sitting at the counter, eating scrambled eggs and toast. She wore a pink T-shirt, and her wavy black hair was in two low ponytails. The little girl had creamy caramel skin and her father’s luminous green eyes. They were leveled on her nanny with the intensity of an expert negotiator sizing up her opponent. Luisa stood at the counter, packing lunch into a Princess and the Frog lunch box.

“Please, Luisa, can I just have a jelly sandwich? There’s enough protein in the cheese stick and yogurt.”

“No, cosita, we need to get some meat on your bones. Jelly is not enough. How about a turkey sandwich?”

“How about half a turkey and half a jelly?”

Luisa put her hands on her wide hips and frowned at the little girl. “Do you promise to eat both?”

“Of course!” The little girl flashed a winning smile.

“Okay, okay,” Luisa grumbled cheerfully. Olivia grinned in triumph. As Luisa pulled the jam from the fridge, she caught sight of them in the doorway.

“Well hello, Miss Anna!” said the nanny. “How nice to see you back here!”

Olivia’s eyes lasered to the doorway. They widened when she saw Anna. Anna braced herself for rejection. But the little girl surprised her.

“Anna!” she screeched as she clambered down from the stool. Olivia ran full throttle into Anna’s arms. “I missed you!”

Olivia hugged her so tightly, Anna could barely breathe. “I missed you, too.” Anna put her arms around the little girl, tentatively at first, then with more confidence. It was the first real hug Olivia had ever allowed her. It felt wonderful. She kissed the girl’s soft cheek, and noticed that she was wearing the Princess and the Frog barrettes Anna had given her a while back.

Olivia pulled back and held Anna’s shoulders sternly while she spoke. “Don’t leave us again.”

“I won’t.”

“In fact,” Jack scooped up Olivia, “I took your suggestion. I asked Anna to marry us.”

“What’d you say?” Olivia searched Anna’s face.

“I said yes.”

“Yay!” Olivia hopped down from Jack’s arms and jumped up and down in circles, clapping. “Yay! Yay! Can I be a flower girl? Can I help pick the band? Can we invite my friends?”

“Yes to everything.” Anna was filled with unexpected joy. She had loved Olivia for a long time. The fact that Olivia loved her back was more than she had hoped for.

A movement in the kitchen made Anna look up. Luisa was crossing herself. Her skin had gone pale and slack. “Dios mío,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong?” Anna asked. She and Luisa had always had a friendly, easy relationship.

“N-nothing.” Luisa shook her head. “Congratulations. I am very happy for you.”

The nanny turned to the counter and continued making sandwiches. But her hands were shaking as she spread jam on bread. She whispered something in Spanish under her breath. It sounded like a prayer. Anna glanced at Jack, who shook his head, looking as perplexed as she felt.
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Oh my God!” Grace squealed. She held Anna’s hand and examined the ring. “It’s gorgeous! Gotta be at least one-point-two carats—and on platinum. Girl, he spent a pretty penny on you.”

Anna smiled at her best friend. Grace was an elegant black woman with a sharp mind and an impressive collection of designer shoes stashed in her filing cabinets. Two years earlier, she and Anna had started together in the Domestic Violence Misdemeanor unit. The experience had been difficult but rewarding, akin to boot camp—it broke them down and built them back up, and bonded them in a way that few other jobs could. Over the years they’d worked their way up through the office’s rotation together, taking on more responsibility and more serious cases. Now they were both senior sex-crimes prosecutors. Grace was the only person in the office who’d known that Anna and Jack were dating. Grace had gone with Anna to the Tiny Jewel Box to pick out the watch for Jack.

“I can’t believe you tipped him off,” Anna said.

“Look, I love you both, you know that.” Grace lowered her voice. “But he’s gonna get enough grief from the sisters for marrying a white woman. It’ll be fine—don’t frown—but he didn’t need the additional twist of a reverse-gender proposal. Trust me on this.”
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