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      Fatal Destiny


      By Marie Force


      With the week of their wedding finally upon them, Washington, D.C., Police Lieutenant Sam Holland and her fiancé, Senator Nick Cappuano, are at odds. In the aftermath of a tragic loss, they struggle to reconnect as the big day draws near, but their work keeps pulling them apart. When a new clue into a cold case surfaces, Nick asks Sam not to take any foolish chances before the wedding and to leave it alone for the time being.


      Sam agrees, but she can’t let it go entirely and winds up trapped in an explosive situation. Then an unwelcome visitor from her past threatens her future happiness… With trouble at every turn, will Sam survive long enough to walk down the aisle?


      Book 3.5: a Fatal novella. Don’t miss Fatal Affair, Fatal Justice and Fatal Consequences, available now.


      39,000 words

    

  


  
    

    
      
    


    
      Dear Reader,


      What do you get when you cross summer with lots of beach time, and long hours of traveling? An executive editor who’s too busy to write the Dear Reader letter, but has time for reading. I find both the beach and the plane are excellent places to read, and thanks to plenty of time spent on both this summer (I went to Australia! And New Zealand!) I’m able to tell you with confidence: our fall lineup of books is outstanding.


      We kick off the fall season with seven romantic suspense titles, during our Romantic Suspense celebration week the first week of September. We’re pleased to offer novella Fatal Destiny by Marie Force as a free download to get you started with the romantic suspense offerings. Also in September, fans of Eleri Stone’s sexy, hot paranormal romance debut novel, Mercy, can look forward to her follow-up story, Redemption, set in the same world of the Lost City Shifters.


      Looking to dive into a new erotic romance? We have a sizzling trilogy for you. In October, look for Christine D’Abo’s Long Shot trilogy featuring three siblings who share ownership of a coffee shop, and each of whom discover steamy passion within the walls of a local sex club. Christine’s trilogy kicks off with Double Shot.


      In addition to a variety of frontlist titles in historical, paranormal, contemporary, steampunk and erotic romance, we’re also pleased to present two authors releasing backlist titles with us. In October, we’ll re-release four science fiction romance titles from the backlist of CJ Barry, and in November four Western romance titles from the backlist of Susan Edwards.


      Also in November, we’re thrilled to offer our first two chick lit titles from three debut authors, Liar’s Guide to True Love by Wendy Chen and Unscripted by Natalie Aaron and Marla Schwartz. I hope you’ll check out these fun, sometimes laugh-out-loud novels.


      Whether you’re on the beach, on a plane, or sitting in your favorite recliner at home, Carina Press can offer you a diverting read to take you away on your next great adventure this fall!


      We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


      Happy reading!


      ~Angela James


      Executive Editor, Carina Press


      www.carinapress.com


      www.twitter.com/carinapress


      www.facebook.com/carinapress

    

  


  
    Dedication


    For Aly and Ronlyn, who planned such an incredible wedding, and all the friends who helped with the details.
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      Sam Holland


      and


      Nick Cappuano


      request the honor of your presence


      as they exchange marriage vows and begin their life together.


      Saturday, the twenty-sixth day of March


      Two thousand eleven


      at four o’clock in the afternoon
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      1525 H Street NW


      Washington, D.C.


      Reception immediately following
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      Chapter 1

    


    
      Nick stood before the window, looking out over Ninth Street as rain mixed with snow to create a slushy mess on the pavement. The city had been buzzing all day about the late wintry blast and the impact it might have on Washington’s fabled cherry blossoms, which were due to bloom any day now.


      Hands in pockets, Nick stared intently at the orange glow of the streetlights, not seeing any sign of Sam or her car. Any minute now, he thought. She’ll be home any minute.


      Behind him voices, laughter and the distinctive clink of ice meeting crystal echoed through the double-sized townhouse he shared with Sam. The “Jack and Jill” shower had been Shelby’s idea. The wedding planner Sam called Tinker Bell had suggested a gathering of their family, close friends and colleagues. Shelby had correctly assumed that Sam would prefer that over the more traditional all-female event. Nick had gone along with it because Sam had liked the idea. Whatever made her happy made him happy.


      But now she was late, and he was worried. Not that it was unusual for her to be late—the nature of her job as the lieutenant in charge of the city’s homicide detectives’ squad made her late more often than not. Since she wasn’t in the midst of a hot case at the moment, Nick had expected her home more than an hour ago. Now here it was fifteen minutes after the party started with no sign of her, and her phone had gone straight to voicemail.


      His gut twisted with unease. Ever since her ex-husband had been released from jail on a technicality, Nick had found himself obsessing even more than usual about her safety. Peter Gibson had affixed crude bombs to both their cars, injuring them when the device attached to Sam’s car exploded in late December. A glitch with evidence collection had been Peter’s ticket out of jail, and the stress of waiting for him to come at Sam again had Nick as tightly wound as he’d ever been.


      She’d be furious if she knew about the private investigator he’d hired to keep tabs on Gibson. Or he supposed she would. Truth was, she hadn’t been herself since the miscarriage she suffered just after Valentine’s Day, and more than a month later, Nick was left with nagging doubts about whether she still planned to marry him one week from today.


      The signs of something amiss were hard to ignore—rather than spend time together, she’d cleaned up her mess of an office at work and devoted hours she’d normally spend with him organizing the closet he’d had built for her in their new home. The Sam he knew and loved—his Sam—would rather be hung upside down by her toes than clean or organize anything. But that was only one sign of trouble. That they hadn’t made love since the miscarriage was another hard-to-miss sign of impending doom.


      It was his own fault—he’d been so caught up in work as the Senate wound down to the Easter recess with heated budget debates, a flurry of legislation and the relentless pace of his campaign. By the time he’d resurfaced from four of the busiest weeks of his life, Sam had drifted so far from him he had no idea how to bring her back.


      He sucked in a sharp deep breath as he finally acknowledged his greatest fear, thoughts he hadn’t allowed himself to have before she failed to show up for their shower. Did she still want to marry him? Had he made a huge mistake by pushing for a short engagement? And what would he do if she decided she didn’t want to marry him after all? How was he supposed to live without her after the bliss of being with her these last few months?


      His queasiness increased as each question added to his overwhelming anxiety. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.


      “Nicky?” The touch of his father’s hand on his shoulder roused Nick out of the pensive state he’d slipped into but didn’t erase the sense of panic that grew with every minute Sam failed to appear. “You okay?”


      He turned to his father. “I can’t imagine where Sam is.”


      “Probably got hung up at work,” Leo said.


      Nick glanced over his father’s shoulder to where Sam’s partner Freddie Cruz talked with fellow detective, Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales, as well as Gonzo’s fiancée and Nick’s chief of staff, Christina Billings. If something were going on at work, wouldn’t Freddie and Gonzo be at HQ too?


      “I’m sure that’s all it is,” Nick said to his father. “Excuse me for a minute, Dad.”


      “Of course,” Leo said. Just fifteen years older than his son, Leo looked more like Nick’s older brother than his father. But Nick was grateful to have the father who’d been absent for so much of his childhood by his side for what he hoped would be the most important week of his life—that is if the bride hadn’t changed her mind.


      On his way to Freddie, Sam’s older sisters Tracy and Angela waylaid him.


      “Where is she?” Tracy asked through gritted teeth.


      “Not sure.” Nick gestured for Freddie to follow him into the kitchen.


      “What’s up?” Freddie asked.


      Nick noticed that Freddie looked tired. He’d taken the recent breakup with his girlfriend Elin hard. “Have you heard from Sam?”


      Freddie stole a canapé off a tray and popped it into his mouth. “Not since earlier. Why? Where is she?”


      “I was hoping you could tell me.”


      Freddie stopped chewing, his eyes widening. “You don’t know where she is?”


      “I have no idea,” Nick said.


      “The last I talked her she said she’d see me tonight. That was around four.”


      “That’s about when I last talked to her too.”


      Freddie glanced around to make sure no one could hear him. “You don’t think…”


      Knowing where Freddie’s thoughts were heading, Nick’s chest tightened with a new wave of anxiety. He withdrew his BlackBerry from his pocket and pressed the speed dial number he’d assigned to the guy watching Gibson. With every passing moment, he wished he’d hired someone to follow her too, but he hadn’t done that knowing what she would think of it when—not if—she figured it out. At least by putting someone on Gibson, Nick always knew where that scumbag was.


      “Senator.”


      Nick headed into his study, away from the party fray. “Where’s Gibson?”


      “Been home all day. Haven’t seen him.”


      “You’re sure of that?”


      “Positive. Why? What’s up?”


      “Sam is late getting home, and we can’t reach her.”


      “I wish I could help you out, but she hasn’t been around here. Not today anyway.”


      Nick stood up straighter. “What does that mean?”


      “She came by the day before yesterday, watched the place for half an hour or so. Never got out of her car or anything.”


      “Why didn’t you tell me this?” Nick asked, working to keep the anger out of his voice.


      “Because you’re not paying me to watch her. You’re paying me to watch him.”


      Nick rested his hand on the top of his head to keep it from blowing off his neck. “If you see her there again, I want to know. Am I clear?”


      “Yes, sir. I apologize for not letting you know before now.”


      “Don’t let him out of your sight.”


      “Me and my people are on it. Don’t worry.”


      Nick ended the call and jammed the BlackBerry in his pocket. “Don’t worry,” he muttered. “What do I have to worry about?”


      “Everything all right?”


      Nick spun around to find Skip Holland’s wheelchair in the doorway to the study. “I’m not sure.” He’d learned to be honest with Sam’s dad, who valued that quality above all others—especially from the man his precious daughter slept with.


      “Where’s Sam?”


      “I wish I knew.” Hands on his hips, Nick shifted his eyes to meet Skip’s steely stare.


      “You’re not thinking… Gibson…”


      Nick could see the fear on the older man’s face. “I’ve got a guy on him.”


      The half of Skip’s face that wasn’t paralyzed lifted into a smile. “Of course you do. Does she know?”


      “What do you think?”


      Skip chuckled. “Hope I’m around to witness the explosion when she finds out.”


      Nick had no doubt the explosion would be something to see, but he didn’t want to talk about that. “Something’s not right with her.”


      “Hasn’t been since just after Valentine’s Day.”


      “So I’m not the only one who’s noticed?”


      “Hardly.”


      “I don’t think she wants to get married—”


      “It’s not that.”


      “Then what?”


      “The baby.”


      “But we got through that. We talked about it. She said she was okay, that she was coping with it.”


      Skip used the one working finger on his right hand to roll his chair farther into the study. “It breaks her. Every time it happens, it breaks her a little more than the last time. The pieces never seem to go back together the same way they were before.”


      “She said—”


      “She always says what she thinks we need to hear. That she’s okay, feeling better, stronger, but inside… Inside, she bleeds.”


      Nick wanted to shriek with frustration. “How could I not see this?”


      “Because she’s become masterful at hiding it from everyone.”


      “Even from me?”


      “Especially from you. She wouldn’t want you to know how badly she’s suffering.”


      Nick hung his head. “Why wouldn’t she turn to me? Doesn’t she know that I’ve suffered too? That I’ve suffered for her and with her?”


      “I suspect that embracing your pain would only make hers worse. She knows how much you want a family of your own.”


      “Not at this price I don’t.”


      “Don’t be too quick to say that. You’ve had one setback, but just think, she was sure she couldn’t get pregnant again, so at least there’s hope now.”


      “I guess. I can’t even think about any of that until I know she’s safe.”


      “I have an idea of where she might be.”


      Instantly on alert, Nick said, “Where?”


      “You know.”


      “Oh, God. Lincoln.” He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it. After all, he’d found her there once before during an earlier crisis. “Is she purposely skipping the shower?”


      “Doubt it’s even on her radar at the moment.”


      “Do we need to postpone the wedding?”


      “You’ll have to play that one by ear.”


      Nick released a harsh laugh. “It’s in seven days.”


      “If she’s not ready, she’s not ready.”


      Nick swallowed a new surge of panic. Somehow he knew if they didn’t get married next Saturday they never would. “I’m going to find her. Will you hold down the fort here?”


      “Absolutely.”


      “Thanks for the head’s up about what’s going on with her.”


      “You’d have figured it out eventually.”


      “I wish I was so confident.” Just when he thought he really knew her, he discovered he didn’t know her at all. The unsettling thought did nothing to calm his rattled nerves. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If for any reason it’s not going to happen tonight—”


      “Just call. Take care of Sam. We’ll take care of things here.”


      On his way to the door, Nick took a second to squeeze Skip’s right hand, which retained sensation more than two years after he was shot on the job and left a quadriplegic.


      “She loves you,” Skip said. “I’m sure of that.”


      “I hope you’re right.” Nick grabbed a coat and went into the kitchen to go out through the backdoor. No sense alerting everyone that he was leaving. Whatever was going on with Sam was her business—and his.


      In the cab he took to the Lincoln Memorial, Skip’s words echoed through Nick’s mind: She loves you. I’m sure of that. Nick had been too. But something had changed in the last few weeks, something fundamental and essential. Whether or not they could get back what they’d once had was anyone’s guess.


      And the last thing Nick wanted the week before he was due to marry the love of his life was to be guessing about whether she still loved him enough to marry him or if losing his baby had broken her so badly she’d never be the same again.


      As he took the steps to the Lincoln Memorial, Nick recalled the last time he’d come here to find her, after she’d met his friend Julian Sinclair, the Supreme Court nominee. She and Julian had sparred over right-to-life issues, which had brought up the painful memory of her first miscarriage years earlier. Nick had learned then that Sam came to Lincoln when she was troubled by something.


      Where would he look next if she wasn’t there? He had no idea.


      Rounding the monument, he headed for the Gettysburg Address, and there she was, knees pulled up to her chin, lost in thought, oblivious to him watching her. Overwhelmed with relief that she was safe, he wondered if he should leave her alone. Or should he remind her that there was somewhere else she was supposed to be?


      United States Senator Nick Cappuano, who was rarely at a loss, had no idea what to do.


      Just then she shifted her eyes and met his gaze, a look of surprise overtaking her pretty face.


      He took a step forward.


      “What’re you doing here?” she asked.


      “I might ask you the same thing.”


      “I had an errand down this way and decided to pay Mr. Lincoln a visit.”


      “You must’ve lost track of time.”


      “I guess.” She shrugged and checked her watch. “Wow, it’s getting late.”


      “Sam, the shower—”


      “Oh shit! Shit, shit, shit.” She scrambled to her feet. “Let’s go.”


      He stopped her when she would’ve headed for the stairs.


      She looked up at him, questioning. “We’re late. We have to go.”


      “Sam…”


      “What?”


      “Is everything okay?” He hated the weird, needy tone of his voice. But more, he hated that he had to ask.


      “Everything’s fine. I’m sorry I was late. I lost track of time. Now are we going to go or stand here all night asking questions?”


      “It’s not just tonight.” He reached out to caress her cold face. “You haven’t been yourself lately. I’m worried.”


      “What are you worried about?”


      She looked like his Sam. She sounded like his Sam. But her eyes… the clear blue eyes that had always been the gateway to her innermost feelings were shuttered now. Did he dare say it? Did he dare risk opening that door? How could he not?


      “Is it the wedding? Is that the problem?”


      She stared at him as if he had two heads or were speaking a foreign language. “What about the wedding?”


      Nick’s heart raced, his mouth went dry and his palms were suddenly damp. “Do you still want—”


      “To get married?” she asked, seeming incredulous.


      He nodded.


      “Do you?”


      “Yes! You know I do! I just don’t know what you want anymore. You won’t talk to me! If you’ve changed your mind or something has happened, I wish you’d tell me. Just tell me. Anything would be better than wondering what’s going on with you.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Haven’t I been going to dress fittings and meeting with Tinker Bell and doing all the things I need to do?”


      He nudged at the marble with the toe of his loafer. “Yeah.”


      “Why would I be doing that if I didn’t want to get married?”


      Nick couldn’t think of a good answer to that.


      “I was late for the shower. I’m sorry about that. But let’s not turn it into something it’s not, okay?”


      Biting his tongue and holding back the desire to shake her until she leveled with him, Nick nodded.


      She brushed past him, and he followed her, relieved to have found her but still riddled with worries. She’d said exactly what she thought he needed to hear. But the wall was still up, and he was beginning to wonder if it would ever come down again.


      


      The gifts had been opened and properly oohed and ahhed over. She’d eaten and laughed with her sisters and coworkers and even razzed his deputy chief of staff, Terry O’Connor, a man she’d tangled with in the past, about his flirtation with Chief Medical Examiner Lindsey McNamara.


      Their guests left with an impression of a happy bride eagerly awaiting her big day. The moment the last guest left, though, Sam mentioned a headache and went upstairs to bed. Before the miscarriage, they’d always gone to bed together. Always. Now, it seemed she couldn’t go far enough out of her way to avoid him.


      Listening to the soft cadence of her breathing, he remembered something she’d once shared about being lonely with her ex-husband. She’d said that even when Peter was sitting right next to her on the sofa or lying next to her in bed, she was often lonely in the relationship. They’d vowed to never let that happen to them. Yet here in the dark of night with the woman he’d waited so long to find sleeping right next to him, Nick was lonelier than he’d ever been in his life.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 2

    


    
      Sam waited impatiently in the exam room. Harry was running late, but she’d forgive him since he snuck her in last-minute on a Monday morning. At least this time he wouldn’t have his hands all over her girl parts.


      A knock on the door preceded him into the room. “So sorry to keep you waiting, Sam. I had an emergency earlier that’s put me behind.”


      “No problem.” Like she did every time she saw Nick’s close friend, Sam admired his dark hair, handsome face and adorable dimples.


      “Nice shower the other night.”


      “It really was. My sisters went all out.”


      “I gotta say, I’m surprised to see you this week,” he said. “I figured you’d have far more important things to do than to check in with me.”


      “I need a favor.”


      His smile faded and his brows knitted with concern. “Everything okay with you and Nick?”


      “Yeah, sure. Everything’s fine. It’s just that… um…”


      “Sam,” he said, smiling. “Spit it out. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”


      “I want something for birth control,” she said in a burst of words. “Something that works right away.”


      “I’m surprised to hear that. I was under the impression you were anxious to start a family.”


      “I’ve decided I need some more time before that happens. Nick and I haven’t been together that long. We could use some time alone before we take the next step.”


      “Hmm.”


      Sam studied him. “What does that mean—Hmm?”


      “It’s just, you know, you suffered a miscarriage a few weeks ago, and now you’ve totally changed direction on how you feel about having a baby. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask how you’re doing up here.” He tapped his head.


      “I’m fine,” Sam said, annoyed. She wanted a shot, and she wanted to get out of there. What was so hard about that? “Look, Harry, I appreciate the concerned friend routine. I really do. I’m not looking to get my tubes tied. I want something short-term that will buy me a little time to get used to being married before I add a baby to the picture. That’s all there is to it.”


      “While I’m honored that you consider me a friend, I’m actually coming at this as a doctor more than a friend. I know how much you wanted that baby, Sam.”


      Goddamn him. Goddamn him and the softly spoken words that had her swallowing frantically to deal with the emotion that closed her throat. “I wanted the baby. I won’t deny that. And I won’t deny I’m not ready to try again.”


      “So why not go with condoms until you are?”


      Good old Harry was too damned perceptive for his own good. “Not that you probably want to hear this, but if I’m covered, then we can be spontaneous, which makes for a much better honeymoon, right?” Sam made a big show of checking her watch. “Are you going to help me out, or should I go somewhere else?”


      Harry studied her for a long, long moment.


      It was all Sam could do not to squirm under the heat of his stare.


      “Stay here,” he finally said. “I’ll be right back.”


      He left the room, and Sam released a long deep breath. She hated being evasive with Nick’s friend, but she had to do something. She couldn’t continue to avoid sex forever, and there was no way she was putting herself through another pregnancy. No way. So short of having to endure the emotional firestorm of that conversation with Nick the week of their wedding, she’d chosen to buy herself some time until she felt more ready to go there.


      If her research were to be believed, the birth-control shot would give her twelve weeks. By then, hopefully, she would be able to talk to Nick about it. Hopefully.


      Harry returned a few minutes later with his girlfriend, Dr. Maggie Tyndall, an OB/GYN in his practice. Sam had met her after the miscarriage when Harry and Maggie had come by the house to check on her.


      “Oh jeez,” Sam said. “Are you guys ganging up on me or something?”


      Maggie, who was tall and lanky with long dark hair and bright blue eyes, laughed. “No ganging. You’ve ventured out of Harry’s area of expertise, so he called me in to consult. He tells me you’re interested in short-term birth control?”


      Nodding, Sam said, “I read about the shot that lasts twelve weeks. That would work for me.”


      “When was the first day of your last period?”


      “Yesterday.”


      “Then it would be effective within twenty-four hours.”


      Sam sighed with relief. “Good. That’s good.” Thinking about their upcoming wedding night had filled Sam with anxiety. You could avoid sex a lot of nights, but not that night.


      “The shot isn’t the only option, you know.”


      “Believe me, I know. After I got pregnant in college, I tried just about everything else. The pill made me eat everything that wasn’t nailed down until I was twenty-five pounds heavier. The patch gave me a rash, the IUD caused a weird—and scary—infection, and I never had the diaphragm with me when I needed it.” She remembered the night six years ago that she first met Nick and looking for a place they could buy condoms at midnight while her diaphragm was stashed across town in her bedside table. “Funny, isn’t it, that I went through all that to keep from getting pregnant, and then look at what happens when I do get pregnant.”


      Maggie pulled up a stool. “I’m worried about depression.”


      “What about it?” Sam asked, confounded.


      “You’ve recently been through a traumatic event. It would be entirely natural, especially having had three prior miscarriages, to be a bit depressed.”


      “I’m not depressed.” Sam glanced at Harry, who was watching her intently, and beat back a swell of panic. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if they refused to give her something to prevent pregnancy. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She knew exactly what she’d do—she’d go somewhere else where no one knew her and tell whatever lies necessary to get what she needed.


      “If you’re at all depressed, the shot can make it worse,” Maggie said.


      “Well, I’m not, so no worries there. Anything else?”


      “It can take longer—sometimes nine to twelve months longer—for women who’ve had the shot to get pregnant after the dose wears off.”


      “That’s fine. We’re in no rush.”


      “You’ve certainly changed your tune,” Harry said, studying her again with those intense eyes that made Sam feel like she was six years old and in the principal’s office.


      “A woman’s prerogative.” Sam flashed him what she hoped was a convincing grin. “Come on, guys. I’m fine, really. I’m about to get married to a guy I’ve been with three months. I love him more than anything, but don’t we deserve a little time to ourselves before we have kids? Now that I know all the plumbing works, I want to be sure I’m ready before we go there. That’s all it is. I swear.”


      Maggie and Harry exchanged a look before Maggie withdrew a syringe from her lab coat pocket and handed it to him. “She’s all yours. I’ll see you at the rehearsal, Sam.” Harry was one of Nick’s groomsmen.


      “Thanks, Maggie.”


      After she left the room, Harry said, “Take off your sweater and roll up your sleeve.”


      Sam’s stomach heaved over the idea of a shot, but she did as directed.


      “Why are you suddenly shaking like a leaf?”


      “Needles and I don’t get along too well.”


      He rubbed alcohol on her arm. “You’re sure about this, Sam?”


      She’d never been more certain about anything. “Very sure. Let’s just get it over with.” The sting of the needle and the burn of the injection drew a gasp from her, but then it was over, and she had one less thing to worry about for the next twelve weeks. “You won’t say anything about this to Nick, will you?”


      Harry seemed taken aback by the question. “Of course not. That’s not something you ever need to worry about with me.”


      “I’ll see you Friday. Thanks for your help.” Ignoring his disappointed expression, Sam made her escape before he could make her feel any worse than she already did.


      


      Sam arrived at her HQ office, determined to put the episode with Harry behind her. What’s done is done, she thought, hanging up her coat and taking in her unusually orderly office. She wasn’t sure what had gotten into her lately, but she was beginning to worry that Nick’s anal-retentive neatness was wearing off on her. It wasn’t like her to be concerned about cleaning up her office or closet or anywhere else for that matter.


      When she realized there was nothing left to clean, nothing left to organize, she felt panicked. What the hell was wrong with her? Her emotions were all over the freaking place the last few weeks. Had to be the wedding and all the associated craziness. Once they got past next weekend, things would calm down. Or so she hoped.


      What she really needed was a grisly murder to get things back on track. Ever since she’d closed the case of the murdered call girls, things had been freakishly slow. That had to be contributing to her odd mojo lately. Sam was always happier when she was in the midst of a complex case. All this idleness left her with too much time to brood.


      Sinking into her office chair, she took a moment, just one moment to think about what might’ve been… Oh how she’d wanted that baby! For so long she’d been convinced she couldn’t get pregnant again, and she’d begun to make peace with that. After three miscarriages, one of them an ectopic pregnancy that had nearly taken her life, Sam had been told the likelihood of ever conceiving again was practically nonexistent. Certain she was infertile, the use of birth control had never occurred to her when she and Nick started burning up the sheets.


      Leave it to him to prove the doctors wrong, she thought with a laugh that quickly became an ache when she remembered the joy of those few days last month after she realized she was carrying his baby. Recalling his reaction when he’d figured out what had her so freaked out and emotional… He’d been so excited. They’d barely had a chance to celebrate beating the odds when a violent confrontation with a perp led to the miscarriage.


      “No sense dwelling,” Sam muttered, trying as she had over the last month to let it go, to move on, to do what she always did when the one thing she wanted more than just about anything was once again snatched away from her.


      A knock on the office door startled her out of the morose thoughts, and Sam looked up, grateful for the interruption.


      Her partner, Detective Freddie Cruz, and Detective Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales stood in the doorway.


      “Got a minute, L.T.?” Cruz asked.


      “Sure. Come in.” The two men exchanged glances that put her immediately on alert. “What’s up?”


      “We’ve been working on something—on our own time,” Gonzo said.


      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


      “The guy who owns Reece’s house,” Cruz said.


      Sam’s heart slowed to a crawl. She’d been meaning to get back to that, but she’d been so preoccupied that it had been hard to focus on anything. A while back they’d found items relating to her father’s unsolved shooting at the rented home of Clarence Reece, a man who’d murdered his entire family and then later carjacked Sam before taking his own life. Tracking down the owner of the house had turned into an exercise in futility.


      “What’ve you got?” she asked.


      “Gerald Price,” Cruz said, placing an open file folder on Sam’s desk.


      Sam devoured the info on Price, including the long rap sheet of petty crimes that had escalated to breaking and entering and series of drug charges that landed him in jail. She reached for her portable radio. “I need to get up to Jessup to talk to this guy,” she said, referring to the state prison in Maryland.


      “Already done,” Gonzo said.


      “You’ve been to see him? And you never said anything?”


      “We know you’ve had a lot going on with the wedding and everything,” Cruz said. “We thought if we could, you know, save you some time, it might help you out.”


      “Plus,” Gonzo added. “We owe you.”


      Touched by their efforts on behalf of her father’s case, she looked at Gonzo. “Owe me? What the hell are you talking about?”


      “If we’d waited for the warrant, Gibson would still be in jail,” Gonzo said, his face tight with tension and fatigue. He had a new baby son at home who was keeping him up half the night. Sam had made a huge effort not to be jealous of her friend who’d recently learned that an ex-girlfriend had borne him a son, but it wasn’t easy.


      “That’s not on you,” Sam said. “I’ve told you that a hundred times. I knew what you were doing at his place, my dad knew, Captain Malone knew. We all screwed up by not waiting on the warrant. You need to get over it.”


      They shrugged her off as they had for weeks since her ex-husband was released on a procedural technicality. The evidence they’d found all over Peter’s apartment had cemented their case against him in the bombing of Sam’s car. Gonzo, Cruz and their colleague, Detective Arnold, blamed themselves for not waiting on the warrant before entering the apartment.


      Knowing the dwelling contained bomb-making materials that could clear a city block, Sam wouldn’t have done it any differently herself, but she’d had no luck convincing them of that. They’d probably never get over it.


      “So what did Price have to say?” she asked.


      “Two years ago, he rented the place to a guy named Trace Simmons.” Gonzo handed Simmons’s rap sheet to Sam, who skimmed the long list of priors that involved significant gang activity. “Price said the place was like a Do-Drop-Inn. Simmons had a bunch of people living there with him, brothers, cousins, fellow gangbangers.”


      “All those people in that tiny space?” Sam asked.


      “Exactly,” Cruz said. “Price got sick of the complaints from the neighbors and started eviction proceedings. Around that same time, which was about three weeks before your dad’s shooting, one of the cousins, Darius Gardner, was accused of raping a woman in the house.”


      “Why didn’t that come up during the Reece investigation?” Sam asked.


      “Very good question,” Gonzo said. “We did some digging and found that the case against Gardner never went anywhere. It made it as far as the U.S. attorney and then the charges mysteriously disappeared.”


      “No idea why?” Sam asked.


      The two detectives exchanged glances. “We figured that was a question for you to ask,” Cruz said. “We took it this far and decided it was time to bring you in. This is your case. We didn’t want to step on toes. We just wanted to give you one of those threads you love to pull.”


      Overwhelmed by what they’d done for her—and her dad—Sam stood and stepped around her desk to address two men who ranked among her closest friends, not that she’d ever tell them that. Didn’t matter. They knew. “You gave me far more than one thread, and I can’t thank you enough. You have no idea how badly I needed this right now.”


      “Oh, well, no problem,” Cruz said, clearly flustered by her appreciation.


      “Means a lot to me,” she added. “I won’t forget it.”


      “Let’s hope it leads somewhere this time,” Gonzo said. He handed her another sheet of paper with the last known addresses for Simmons and Gardner as well as the bagged newspaper clippings about her father’s shooting that they’d found in Reece’s house.


      “Yes,” Sam said. “Let’s hope.” She wasn’t sure she could withstand another disappointment just then.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 3

    


    
      “I want to see Roberto first,” Sam decided.


      “Been a while,” Freddie replied.


      Sam didn’t like to think about the six months she’d spent undercover with the Johnson family. The investigation into a far-reaching drug ring in the city, a special assignment she’d been handpicked for, ended so badly she still had nightmares about the hail of gunfire that took young Quentin Johnson’s life.


      Intellectually, Sam knew it hadn’t been her fault. Yes, she’d ordered her officers to return fire, but how could she have known that Marquis Johnson would be stupid enough to bring his young son to a crack house? In all the months she’d been undercover with the Johnsons, she had never once seen Quentin in that house. She was still struggling with the outcome more than nine months later.


      “Don’t go there, Sam,” Freddie said, knowing how she’d suffered in the aftermath of that calamitous night.


      “Hard not to.” For months after the incident, she had repeatedly woken in a sweat, after hearing Marquis’s tortured screams in her sleep. Sam shuddered. Only to close her father’s baffling case would she take a step back in time to the lowest point in her career.


      “What do you think Roberto knows?”


      “Everything that goes on in Washington Highlands. I should’ve thought to ask him about Reece’s house before now.”


      “Don’t feel bad—I didn’t think of him, either.”


      They arrived at a public housing complex on Southern Avenue. As Sam and Freddie made their way from the parking lot to a first-floor unit, they caught the attention of those gathered outside. The residents of the crime-riddled neighborhood knew cops when they saw them. Before Sam could knock on Roberto’s door, a gorgeous young woman with long dark hair and eyes opened it. She eyed Sam suspiciously.


      “What do you want?” she asked. “We got no trouble around here.”


      “I’m not looking for any trouble,” Sam said. “Is Roberto around?”


      She looked Sam up and down. “Who wants to know?”


      Sam showed her badge. “Lieutenant Holland. MPD.”


      “Let her in, Angel,” came a voice from inside the apartment.


      Giving Sam a glare, she stepped aside to let Sam pass but put up a hand to stop Freddie. “He said her.”


      “She doesn’t go in there without me,” Freddie said.


      Sam turned to see Freddie and Angel locked in a battle of wills. Just as she was about to tell him to wait in the hallway, Angel backed down and let him by. He gave Sam a satisfied grin.


      “Long time no see,” Roberto said. He held up a closed fist to Sam.


      Sam returned the fist bump, looking down at the good-looking young man in the wheelchair whom she had befriended during the Johnson investigation. As one of the lower-ranking members of the Johnson organization, Roberto hadn’t much registered on Marquis Johnson’s radar, which is how Sam had been able to get close to him. He had short dark hair and world-weary eyes. He’d seen far too much far too soon. “How goes it, Roberto?”


      He shrugged. “Good days, bad days. Today’s been a good day. You ain’t gonna change that, are ya?”


      “Nope. I’m wondering what you know about Trace Simmons and Darius Gardner.”


      Roberto let out a low whistle. “What’s a nice girl like you asking about a couple hard-core bangers like them for?”


      Sam smiled at him. The shootout in the crack house had changed his life too—in some ways for the better. While the bullet wound had stolen his legs, it had also given him a way out of a life that was going nowhere fast. Sam had helped him get a job as a clerk with the city.


      Sam filled him in on what’d happened at Reece’s house and the possible connection to Simmons and Gardner.


      “I read about that dude taking you hostage. You like to keep it real, huh?”


      Sam rolled her eyes. “A little too real lately.”


      “For what it’s worth, I ain’t never heard either of them brag about shooting no cop—and those two? They woulda talked.”


      Sam kept her expression neutral to hide the rush of disappointment. She knew she should be used to it by now after so many dashed leads, but the letdown never got easier to take.


      “That don’t mean they didn’t do it, though,” he quickly added. “They both got long sheets, and doing a cop would put ’em away for a long stretch. They mighta kept it on the down low cuza that.”


      “What do you know about them?”


      “Simmons busted outta the foster system a million times ’til they finally gave up on him and let him go. He’s been on the streets since he was a kid. Rotten little bastard. Takes care of number one. Gardner’s a total douche bag. That girl who said he raped her?”


      Sam nodded.


      “She’s my second cousin. I saw her right after it happened. No doubt he did it.”


      “Why’d it get squashed?”


      “No fuckin’ clue. The U.S. attorney tossed it and never told us why.”


      Something stunk to high heaven there, and Sam planned to find out what.


      “You can’t go from me to them,” he said, looking like a fearful kid. “You’ll get me iced.”


      “You’re not tied up in that shit any more. Are you?”


      “Hell, no. That don’t mean nothin’ to them though. They hear I’m squealing to a cop, and my life ain’t worth shit. You know that.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”


      Roberto studied her for a long moment. “You still dream about it? That night?”


      Sam nodded. “Not as often as I used to, but when I do…”


      “It’s bad,” he said, his tone full of understanding. “I hear Quentin…”


      “I do too. That’s the part I can’t forget.”


      “Such a cute kid with two assholes for parents. Worst thing I ever did getting mixed up with Marquis Johnson.”


      “At least you figured that out before you ended up in jail or dead.”


      “Came damn close to dead,” he said, his hands resting on useless legs.


      “How’ve you been adapting?”


      “As well as anyone ever does, I guess.” He glanced at Angel. “Thank God for my girl. She’s got my back.”


      “I’d like to get you together with my dad some time.”


      “He’s in a chair too, right?”


      “Yeah. C3-C4.”


      Roberto winced. “That blows.”


      “Big time.”


      “If you want me to meet him, I’m down with that.”


      “We’ll set it up. After the wedding.”


      His face was transformed by the innocent smile. Not that long ago he’d been living a life of crime, and Sam couldn’t be more proud of the changes he’d made. “I’ve been reading all ’bout you and your senator.” He let out a low whistle. “Fancy, fancy.”


      Embarrassed, Sam rolled her eyes. “Not all that fancy.”


      “Whatever you say, lady cop. I watch the news. I see the way that guy looks at you. He’s diggin’ you big.”


      Roberto’s teasing words sent a twinge of discomfort through Sam. She had to stop holding Nick at arm’s length and find a way to reconnect with him before the wedding. Now that she had taken the chance of pregnancy off the table, maybe it wouldn’t be so damned hard to look into his amazing eyes and not see the pain he tried to keep hidden from her.


      Losing their baby had hit him hard too. He had grown up without a family of his own. More than anything, Sam had wanted to fill that void for him with a house full of kids. But now… She just couldn’t go there anymore. Not even for him.


      “Hey, yo,” Roberto said. “Where’d you zone out to?”


      “Sorry.”


      “Didn’t mean to bum you out.”


      “You didn’t. Thanks for the info.” She lifted her fist to him. “It was good to see you.”


      Rather than fist bump her, he curled his hand around hers in a gesture that touched her. “Don’t be a stranger.”


      “I won’t.”


      He released her hand. “Have a nice wedding, Sam. You deserve to be happy.”


      “So do you.”


      “I’m getting there.”


      “Keep up the good work. Make me proud.” Following Freddie out of the apartment, Sam ignored the glare she received from Angel. Outside, she took deep breaths of the unseasonably cool air.


      “He seems good,” Freddie said. He’d worked behind the scenes to support Sam while she was undercover and knew better than anyone what she’d been through during that difficult assignment.


      “Better than the last time I saw him. That’s for sure.” Seeing Roberto took Sam right back to the horrible days that followed the crack house shooting. She’d snuck into the hospital under the cover of darkness to check on the young man who’d become one of her only friends among the Johnson crowd.


      At first Roberto had been furious to learn her true identity, but when Sam offered to find him a way out of his life of crime, he’d come around and let her help him. Knowing he was just a kid who’d been sucked into something way bigger than he’d ever bargained for, Sam stepped up for him with the U.S. attorney. As a result, they’d declined to prosecute him as one of Marquis Johnson’s group of drug runners.


      Sam figured the permanent loss of his legs was punishment enough for the petty crimes Roberto had committed to earn favor with Marquis.


      “You did a good thing for him, Sam,” Freddie said when they were in the car. “He’s gotten his life back on track.”


      “So it seems.” Who, she wondered, was going to help get hers back on track?


      “What’s next?” Freddie asked.


      “Let’s go see Faith Miller. I want to know why that rape charge got quashed.”


      “So do I.”


      


      Sam and Freddie waited twenty minutes in the U.S. attorney’s reception area for Faith to return from court.


      “Ah,” she said, lighting up when she saw them waiting. “Here comes the bride!”


      “Very funny,” Sam said. “Thank God it’s almost here so I can be done with all the bride jokes.”


      “Just FYI,” Freddie said, “I’d planned on another six to eight months of jokes.”


      Sam rewarded him with her sweetest smile. “Not if you expect to continue carrying a gold shield, Detective.”


      Faith laughed at their banter and showed them into her office. She was one of the identical triplets who served the District as assistant U.S. attorneys. While Sam had also worked closely with Hope and Charity, she was friendliest with Faith.


      “What can I do for you?” Faith asked.


      “Darius Gardner,” Sam said.


      All the color drained from Faith’s face, and she sat perfectly still behind her file-laden desk. “What about him?”


      Sam watched Faith closely. “You remember the case?”


      The AUSA shrugged. “Rape accusation a few years back. Didn’t go anywhere.” She affected a casual tone of voice, but Sam caught the slight tremble of her hand. Glancing at Freddie, she saw that he’d noticed it too.


      “What the hell is going on here, Faith?” Sam asked.


      “I don’t know what you mean. You asked about a case, and I answered you. What more do you want?”


      “I want the truth!”


      “Why do you care about an old rape case that never made it to court?”


      “Why do you remember an old rape case that never made it to court?”


      The two women stared at each other.


      “I asked first,” Faith said.


      “Fine. The place where he ‘allegedly’ raped that girl is the same house where Clarence Reece lived.”


      “The guy who killed his family and carjacked you.”


      “Right. Cruz, the clippings?”


      Freddie handed her the plastic bag containing the clippings about her father’s shooting.


      Sam placed the bag on the desk in front of Faith. “This was found in Reece’s place. Before he offed himself the day he carjacked me, he told me the stuff belonged to a former tenant who’d left it there and never come back to claim it.”


      “And you think that’s Gardner?”


      “I don’t know. He was one of several people who lived there before Reece moved in.”


      “Who are the other people?”


      “Trace Simmons is one of them.”


      “I know the name. Gangbanger.”


      Sam nodded in agreement. “Are you going to tell me why hearing Gardner’s name freaks you out so badly?”


      Faith’s eyes shifted to Freddie and then back to Sam.


      “Give us a minute, will you, Cruz?” Sam said.


      “Of course.” He got up and left the room, closing the door behind him.


      Sam waited patiently, giving the other woman a moment to collect herself. “What happened, Faith?” she finally asked.


      “This stays between us.”


      “I need to hear what’s staying between us before I agree to anything.”


      Faith gripped a pen with both hands.


      Sam had never seen the usually cool, unflappable prosecutor so undone.


      “I want to help you find the person who shot your father, Sam, but I’m not talking about Gardner.”


      “Then I’ll go to Forrester,” Sam said, referring to the U.S. attorney. “I’ll ask him why a slam dunk rape case was thrown out by one of his AUSAs before it ever got to court.”


      “Don’t.”


      “Tell me why I shouldn’t.”


      “For Christ sake, Sam! Just leave it the hell alone! You’re wading into something you can’t even begin to understand.”


      “You’re seriously saying that to me? What the fuck, Faith? What waters do you think I won’t understand after twelve years on this goddamned job?” The other woman’s hands were now visibly shaking. “Whatever it is, you can trust me with it. You know that.”


      When Faith looked up at her there was none of the hard-nosed prosecutor Sam had come to know and respect. Rather, she looked into the eyes of a very frightened woman. In a low, soft tone, Faith said, “He threatened to have my baby niece Molly killed if I didn’t drop the case.”


      Sam tried to digest that. “And you believed him? Surely you’ve been threatened before.”


      “Not like this. There’s something truly evil about this guy, Sam. You bet your ass I believed him.”


      “Who knows about this?”


      “You and me. Hope had just had Molly. I couldn’t exactly share this with her or Charity. If Forrester ever found out, it would end my career—and theirs, if they knew. I never told anyone why we declined to prosecute.”


      “What did you tell Forrester?”


      “That I didn’t think we could win. He’s a politician. He wants wins. It didn’t take much to convince him to dismiss the charges.”


      “How about the special victims detectives?” She could only imagine what her police colleagues had thought about their solid case being tossed.


      “Gardner claimed the sex was entirely consensual. I told the SVU detectives it would turn into a he said, she said in court.”


      “And you knew that wasn’t true.”


      “The pictures from the victim’s rape kit haunt me,” she said with a defeated sigh. “Nothing about that encounter was consensual. I have no doubt I could’ve gotten a conviction.”


      “Why didn’t you come to me?”


      Faith’s green eyes flooded with tears. “They said they’d chop up the baby and send her back to us in pieces.”


      Fury, hot and potent, streaked through Sam. “Start at the beginning. Don’t leave anything out.”


      “Sam, please. I’m asking you as a colleague and a friend—leave it alone.”


      Sam rested her elbows on Faith’s desk and leaned in. “I’m going to nail his ass to the wall, and you’re going to help me.”


      Faith shook her head and wiped the tears from her face. “Molly is almost three now. How can you ask me to risk that beautiful child—my sister’s child?”


      “How can you sleep knowing you’ve let a violent rapist roam free all this time?”


      “I haven’t gotten a full night of sleep in years.”


      “Faith, come on! You took an oath!”


      “Don’t you dare talk to me about oaths! She’s my niece! Tell me how well I’d sleep if I go after this sleezeball and something happens to her!”


      “You need to talk to Hope about this. She’ll tell you the same thing I’m telling you.”


      Faith snorted with disdain. “She’ll agree with me. We’re talking about her child. Don’t you have nieces and nephews, Sam?”


      “Four,” Sam muttered. “Fifth one on the way.”


      “Put yourself in my place—what would you do if someone threatened to chop one of them up and mail him or her back to you in pieces?”


      Sam couldn’t even get her head around the idea of it, so she didn’t try. “How did he get to you?”


      “One of his buddies conveyed the message along with up-close photos of the baby with a gun pointed to her head. I have no idea how they got that close to her, but it certainly got my attention. The next day, Gardner and I came face-to-face in the courthouse. He smiled at me…” A shudder rippled through her willowy frame, and her face lost every bit of remaining color. “The evil…Just pure evil. I knew, right in that moment, that he’d have Molly killed if I pursued prosecution.”


      “I have to ask you… Has anything like this ever happened before?”


      “If you’re asking if I’ve been threatened before, the answer is yes. Almost weekly. But I’ve never before or since backed away from a prosecution because of a threat. This one was different.”


      Sam sat back in her chair, frustrated and furious. “I wish you’d come to me.”


      “I wish I’d felt that was an option.”


      “You need to tell Hope about this.”


      Faith shook her head. “Never.”


      “I’m going to get him, Faith. I’ll dig and dig and dig until I find something I can bury him with. If he didn’t shoot my dad, I’ll find something else. And then I’ll take my case right to Forrester himself so Gardner won’t have any reason to come at you or your family.”


      “What about your family?”


      “I’ll take care of them.”


      “Don’t underestimate him, Sam. I’ve seen a lot of evil in my time in this office, but I’ve never gotten the vibe from anyone else that I got from him. I can’t even describe it.”


      “Leave it to me. I’ll take care of him. And when I’m done with him, he won’t be threatening anyone, let alone an assistant U.S. attorney.”


      “Be careful. Be very, very careful.”


      Sam flashed a cocky grin. “Always am.”


      “Keep me posted.”


      “Not this time. If I leave you out of it entirely, there’s no way it can come back on you.”


      “Thanks, Sam.”


      “You can thank me after we throw the book at this guy.”


      “Believe me, I will.”


      “See you at the wedding?”


      “I’ll be there.”


      Sam left Faith’s office and found Freddie flipping through a magazine in the reception area. “Cruz, let’s hit it.”


      Startled by her sudden reappearance, Freddie leaped to his feet, and the magazine went flying. He stopped to retrieve it, tossed it on a table and hustled after her. “Where’re we going, boss?”


      “To nail a scumbag.”


      “One of my favorite things.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 4

    


    
      “Are you going to tell me what happened in there?” Freddie asked as Sam drove them back to HQ.


      Sam took a moment to think it over. “I’m going to tell you and Captain Malone and no one else.”


      “Okay.”


      She conveyed what Faith had told her.


      “Holy shit,” Freddie muttered. The rare curse told Sam how affected he was by the story. “What’s the plan?”


      “We’re going to nail his ass—for Faith and the woman he raped.” Sam swallowed hard, thinking of her colleague, Detective Jeannie McBride, who’d been abducted and brutally raped during a recent investigation. Jeannie said she planned to attend the wedding, but Sam would believe it when she saw it. Jeannie had barely left her boyfriend Michael’s home since being released from the hospital.


      “What’s the first step?”


      “I’m going to see Ramsey—the SVU detective who handled the rape case. While I’m there, I want you to pull every single thing you can find on Gardner. No detail is too small.”


      “Got it.”


      “Keep a lid on this, Cruz. I mean it. Faith would lose her job if this ever came to light, not to mention what the bar association might have to say about it.”


      “I get that the stakes are high.”


      “I know I can trust you or I wouldn’t have told you.”


      Sam’s cell phone chimed with the tune of “When You Wish Upon a Star.” She withdrew it from her coat pocket and flipped it open, groaning. “Goddamn it.”


      Freddie scowled at her. He hated when she took the Lord’s name in vain. “What’s wrong?”


      “Freaking Tinker Bell, reminding me I have my final dress fitting at six.” She glanced at her watch. Just after five. Where the hell had this day gone? “I’m going to hit SVU before I head out of here. You’re on the rest?”


      “Yep.”


      “Shoot me a report at home. I’ll authorize overtime.”


      “For what?” asked a voice behind her.


      Sam spun around to find her captain and mentor standing with his hands on his hips, his silver eyebrows knitted.


      “Has there been a murder I don’t know about?”


      Pressed for time, Sam glanced at Freddie. “Will you please fill in the captain?”


      “You got it.”


      “Dress fitting,” Sam said sheepishly.


      Malone grinned. “Will you take video so we can laugh at you later?”


      The phrase “bite me” was on the tip of her tongue.


      “She has something she’s dying to say,” Freddie said, sharing a laugh with the captain.


      God, she couldn’t wait to get the wedding behind her. “Get to work, Cruz.”


      He choked back a grin and said, “Yes, ma’am.”


      Sam forced a phony smile for her boss. “Captain.”


      “Lieutenant.” He tapped his watch. “Don’t be late now.”


      “Bite me,” she muttered under her breath and felt better even as laughter followed her out. Navigating her way through HQ, she took the elevator to the third floor where the special victims unit resided. Sam asked the department’s admin assistant for Detective Ramsey.


      “One minute, Lieutenant. Let me see if he’s available.”


      While she waited, Sam made a quick call to her sister Tracy to let her know she hadn’t forgotten about the fitting and would be there shortly. She knew she’d been a bit of a handful as a distracted bride. That was why Shelby, the wedding planner she called “Tinker Bell,” had programmed reminders into her cell phone. Without them, Sam would’ve been even more of a disaster. She had no doubt it would be a wonderful, beautiful, memorable day. But she was ready for the hoopla to be over and life to return to normal.


      That thought made her laugh to herself. Since reconnecting with Nick six years after a memorable one-night stand, her life had been anything but “normal,” and she wouldn’t have it any other way. Suddenly, she was anxious to see him, to be with him, to feel the way she did just being in the same room with him. She’d missed him, and it was time to get things back on track between them.


      “Lieutenant?” the admin said. “Detective Ramsey will see you in the conference room. Right this way.”


      Sam followed the young woman through a maze of cubicles so recently renovated that the new-carpet smell was overpowering. When, she wondered, would her own beleaguered pit get a much-needed face-lift? She made a mental note to take that up with Chief Farnsworth. After she’d closed three high-profile murder cases in short order, he owed her a few favors.


      Detective Ramsey was in his mid-fifties with a salt-and-pepper crew cut and a no-nonsense demeanor. “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”


      “I’m interested in an old case of yours, a sexual assault. Darius Gardner was charged but never tried.”


      His no-nonsense expression became stormy. “Because AUSA Faith Miller totally screwed me over. And then my vic refused to testify. I’ve always suspected Miller said something to her.”


      That part was news to Sam. Faith had never mentioned advising the victim not to testify. In light of what Faith had told her, Sam demised that it was far more likely that Garner had threatened his victim. “Would it be possible to get your file and notes on the case?”


      “For what purpose?”


      “I’m looking into a cold case, and his name came up.”


      He thought it over. “Give me a minute.”


      “That’s about all I have. Should I come back tomorrow?”


      “I have it handy. I’ll be right back.” He returned and handed her the file. “You’ll get it back to me?”


      “Absolutely. Appreciate the courtesy.”


      “If you wouldn’t mind, keep me in the loop. What happened with this one… it stays with you, you know?”


      Sam thought of Quentin Johnson. “I do know, and I’ll be happy to keep you informed.”


      “You’re quite the little star around here.”


      Taken aback by his tone, Sam weighed her words carefully. “If you say so.”


      “Must be nice.”


      Okay, there was no denying the snide that time. “Something on your mind, Detective?”


      “No, ma’am.”


      Sam made a mental note to look into Ramsey’s career trajectory—or lack thereof. She was easily twenty years younger and outranked him by two grades, which she suspected was one reason for his derision.


      “Congratulations,” he said, seeming to make an effort to be more conciliatory. “On your wedding.”


      “Thank you. Speaking of that, I’m late. Thanks again for the information.”


      He nodded, and she felt his eyes—and those of everyone in the division—on her as she made her way through the maze of cubicles.


      Well, that was pleasant. If there was one thing about her new life with Nick that Sam couldn’t bear it was all the press scrutiny of their relationship. It was relentless and had brought her far more attention than she wanted or needed as a cop. She put up with it because she knew it furthered Nick’s campaign and career, but it didn’t do much for hers.


      On the way to Tinker Bell’s fashionable Georgetown storefront, Sam made an effort to shake off the unsettling day and slip into bride mode. Even though she’d had the big white wedding once before and would’ve been perfectly satisfied to fly off to Vegas and elope, this would be Nick’s first marriage. In the six weeks since she’d lost a bet with him and let him set their wedding date, she’d often had to remind herself that she was doing all this for him.


      Sam hustled into the store at ten after the hour. Waiting for her were her sisters Tracy and Angela, who was round with her second pregnancy, as well as Tracy’s daughters, fifteen-year-old Brooke and seven-year-old Abby, who were serving as Sam’s junior bridesmaids. As usual lately, Brooke looked put out by the whole thing while Abby glowed with excitement. She came running when she saw Sam.


      “Sam! You’re here!”


      “Hey, doll face.” Sam scooped up the little girl and twirled her around, her heart clutching when she remembered the conversation with Faith. While she’d like to think she knew exactly what she would’ve done in the same situation, Abby’s chubby arms around her neck and the scent of strawberry shampoo clinging to her blond curls gave Sam pause. Was there anything she wouldn’t do to protect this child? To protect any of the four children she loved with all her heart?


      No, there wasn’t. As Abby clung to her, Sam understood why Faith had done what she did.


      “Oh, there you are, honey.” Sam’s stepmother Celia stepped out from a back room wearing the lavender mother-of-the-bride gown they’d chosen weeks earlier.


      “Looks fantastic, Celia.” Sam put Abby down to take a measuring look at the woman who’d married her father on Valentine’s Day. Celia had auburn hair, green eyes and a heart-shaped face that was flushed with excitement at the moment.


      “I love it too.”


      Shelby Faircloth came into the room, dressed in yet another of her endless supply of pink power suits and sky-high heels. Even with the heels, the petite blonde barely reached Sam’s shoulder. “Oh yay,” she said, clapping when she saw Sam. “Everyone’s here. Let’s get started.”


      “Oh yay,” Brooke said with a sneer for Shelby.


      Since she was bringing up the rear, Sam witnessed the smack upside the head Tracy gave her oldest daughter. “Snap out of it,” Tracy said in a low tone. “Despite what you think, it’s not all about you this week.”


      “Fuck off,” Brooke said.


      Sam mouth fell open. When had her adorable niece turned into such a brat?


      Tracy hung back. “Sorry about that.”


      “What the hell, Trace?”


      “She’s a pain in my ass.”


      “You let her talk to you like that?”


      “Let her?” Tracy snorted. “How do you suggest I stop her?”


      “Take her phone. Take everything.”


      “Done it. A hundred times. She doesn’t give a shit.”


      Angela came back for them. “Are you guys coming?”


      “Yeah,” Tracy said.


      Sam nodded to Angela who went back to rejoin the others. To Tracy, she said, “If there’s anything I can do…”


      “Don’t worry about us. This is your week.”


      “But still—”


      “Let’s get this bride into her dress,” Tracy said, dragging Sam along with her. “I don’t know about you guys, but I can’t wait to see her.”


      


      Sam drove home thinking about the ugly scene with Brooke, which had overshadowed the thrill of seeing her wedding ensemble finally and fully fitted to her. After Sam wore one of her dresses at a White House State Dinner, Vera Wang herself had contacted Tinker Bell about designing Sam’s dress. The ivory silk dress was strapless and formfitting on top, flaring into a full, embroidered skirt with no train. Sam loved it and had a feeling Nick would too.


      She cringed when she remembered Shelby flipping out about the bruise the birth control shot had left on her arm. It had never occurred to Sam that it would leave such a big mark. Post flip-out, Shelby had assured her they could cover the bruise with makeup on Saturday. Sam was far more concerned about explaining it to Nick who kept a running inventory of her injuries.


      She hated keeping things from him, but she didn’t want to upset him the week of their wedding by getting into an emotional discussion about the baby they’d lost. Sam simply couldn’t talk about that subject without coming unglued, and her emotions were already raw enough without tearing off that scab during this of all weeks. She’d tell him when they were on their honeymoon, when they were relaxed and removed from the stress of work and wedding planning.


      That was the best plan. Hopefully, once she got around to telling him, he’d understand why she’d gotten the shot and why she’d kept it from him. Pulling up in front of their townhouse on Ninth Street, Sam debated stopping over to see her dad before going home. Since she’d moved in with Nick, she tried to see her dad every day, but right now she wanted Nick. She decided to go by her dad’s house before work in the morning.


      Grabbing the Gardner file, she stood outside their place, taking a moment to appreciate the ramp Nick had had installed as a surprise for her so they could have her dad over. When she’d first seen the wreckage of their front stairs, she’d mistakenly thought her newly freed ex-husband had planted another bomb. The sight had given her a few rough moments before Nick arrived and set her straight. That he’d opened their home to her paralyzed father meant the world to her. There was no denying that her fiancé was one of a kind.


      Anxious to see him, Sam hustled up the ramp and used her key in the door. Inside she was greeted by the smell of something mouthwatering and candlelight flickering in the dining room. He emerged from the kitchen wiping his hands on a towel with his BlackBerry tucked into his shoulder.


      “You’re sure you’re okay with staying with Sam’s sister Angela and her family Saturday night?” He paused to listen. “Right, Jack’s parents. You met them at the dinner at Sam’s dad’s house. They’ll drive you home on Sunday.” Nick laughed and winked at Sam. “I’ll be there at noon on Friday. See you then, buddy. Okay. Bye.”


      “How’s Scotty?” Sam asked.


      “All kinds of excited about me signing him out of school on Friday.” Nick had met the twelve-year-old at a state home for children in Richmond, and the two had formed a fast friendship based initially on their shared love of the Boston Red Sox. The boy had spent a recent weekend with Sam and Nick, and hadn’t seemed to mind following Nick around on the campaign trail. Sam suspected there was nowhere the boy wouldn’t go if it meant he got to spend more time with Nick, something she could certainly understand.


      “Did you remember to order his tux?” she asked.


      “All taken care of.”


      “Of course it is. Do you ever screw anything up? Forget something? Ever act like a normal person who occasionally drops one of the seventy-five thousand balls he has in the air at one time?”


      Smiling, he said, “Once in a while.”


      “Will you let me know the next time it happens? I’d really like to savor the moment.”


      “You got it.” He planted a kiss on her forehead and took her coat, hanging it as he always did in the front closet. Sam would’ve tossed it over the sofa. Why hang it up when she’d just need it again in the morning?


      “How was the fitting?” he asked.


      “It was great, and the best part? It was the last one.”


      He chuckled. “How’s it looking?”


      Sam made a face and shrugged. “Eh. You know. A dress is a dress.”


      “Are you trying to lower my expectations?”


      “I’d really hate for you to be disappointed.”


      With his fingers on her chin he tilted her face to meet his intense gaze. “You could wear a burlap sack, and I wouldn’t be disappointed—as long as you’re in it, and as long as I get to take it off you afterward.” He punctuated the statement with a sweet kiss.


      Whenever he looked at her in that particular way, she positively melted. “Now you tell me! You couldn’t have saved me all those damned fittings by telling me that six weeks ago!”


      That smile of his… Whoa, so potent.


      “Are you hungry?” he asked.


      “Starved. What’s for dinner?”


      “Roast chicken, mashed potatoes and vegetables.”


      “When did you have time to roast a chicken?”


      “The grocery store did the roasting. I just bought it and brought it home.”


      “Which is the most important part of the equation. Smells great.”


      He led her to the dining room, held her chair and poured her a glass of wine.


      Sam couldn’t remember the last time one of them had cooked a meal at home. Lately they’d been grabbing meals here and there on the fly. There’d been none of the quality time she’d grown accustomed to since they’d been together.


      The meal he’d prepared was tasty and filling, and they lingered over the bottle of white wine.


      “Didn’t you have a campaign event tonight?”


      “I postponed it. Told them I felt the flu coming on.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I had more important things to do tonight.”


      “What things?”


      “Dinner with you, for one.”


      “Nick,” she said, touched by the gesture. “You’re in the middle of a campaign. You can’t be skipping important events.”


      “If one missed cocktail party costs me the election, then it was never mine to begin with.” He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips, a gesture so uniquely his that it never failed to set her heart to racing. “I’ve missed you. Things have been so hectic that we’ve barely seen each other. I hate that.”


      “I’ve missed you too.” She linked their fingers. “It’s my fault.” Swallowing hard to fight back the swell of emotion that threatened to derail her, Sam forced herself to look at him, to face him. “I have this bad habit of retreating into myself after… You know.”


      “It’s not entirely your fault, babe. I buried myself in work so I wouldn’t have time to think about it.”


      “I hate that you’re hurting. And I hate that I couldn’t give you—”


      “Don’t. Please don’t say that.” He tugged on her hand and drew her onto his lap, wrapping his arms around her. “You’ve given me so much, Samantha.” He released the clip that held her hair for work and let it rain down around them. “So, so much. More than I ever dreamed of having.”


      She rested her head on his shoulder, surrounded by the clean, fresh scent of him. “I know how much you want a family of your own.”


      “You’re the family I’ve never had. You’re far more than enough. I’ve told you that.”


      “Still…”


      “I’m worried about you, babe. I know it rocked you, and I should’ve been there for you rather than caught up in how it affected me. I’m sorry I wasn’t there the way I should’ve been.”


      Tears filled her eyes. Whatever had she done to deserve this kind, wonderful man? Hearing that he’d ditched an important campaign event to spend the evening with her filled Sam with guilt over what she’d kept from him, and she knew she had to level with him.


      “I did something today. Something I should’ve talked to you about before I did it.” The words were out before she could stop them—so much for her short-lived plan to wait until their honeymoon to talk to him about this.


      Under her, his body went rigid. “What?”


      “I saw Harry.”


      “About?”


      She lifted her head off his shoulder so she could see his face. “Birth control.”


      His expression was so impassive that Sam couldn’t get a read on what he was thinking. “And?”


      “He gave me a shot that lasts three months.”


      Nick didn’t say anything for the longest time. “Oh,” he finally said. “I thought you wanted, I mean, I thought we wanted…”


      “I do. We do. But I need to be stronger before we go there again. I was feeling desperate, and I went to him before I came to you, which was wrong. I know it was. I just… I need some time, Nick.”


      “Did you think I wouldn’t understand that?”


      “I was afraid you’d be disappointed, and I couldn’t bear that. Not again.”


      “Sam, honey, when are you ever going to learn that you can’t possibly disappoint me? The only time you even come close is when you keep stuff from me. Important stuff that we should decide together.” The last part he said in a stern tone that got her attention, but when she ventured a glance at him, he was looking at her with nothing but love and concern.


      “I’m working on that. I swear I am.”


      He sighed, hugged her tighter and pressed his lips to her forehead. “I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through with four miscarriages. One about killed me.”


      Hearing that and seeing the raw pain on his face made Sam wince. “Sometimes I wonder if it just isn’t in the cards for me.”


      “If that’s the case, we have other options, and I’ve told you before I’m fine with adopting or hiring a surrogate. Whatever you want. We’ll figure it out when we’re ready.”


      “I’m not sure I have it in me to try again.”


      “Nothing has to be decided today.”


      Sam took a moment, chose her words carefully and fought to keep her emotions out of the mix. “I want you to really understand, before you say ‘I do’ on Saturday, that it’s very possible I won’t want to try again to have a baby.”


      “You might feel differently—”


      Sam rested a finger over his lips. “And I might not. I need to know you’re okay with that. Discovering the plumbing actually works changes everything.”


      “No, it doesn’t. I’ve told you all along that we’ll play this any way you want to play it.”


      “You need to be sure.”


      “I’m very sure that I love you, that I can’t possibly live without you and I’ll take you any way I can get you, even if we never have a baby the old-fashioned way.”


      “You’re not mad about the shot?”


      “I wish you’d talked to me about it first, but I understand why you did it. Just remember—whatever is going on, we can always find a way to work it out. Look at everything we’ve already gotten through together.”


      “Our life can’t always be as wild as it’s been lately, can it?”


      “Jesus, I hope not.”


      Sam laughed and realized she felt lighter since she’d told him the truth. She should’ve known he would get it. Didn’t he always? “I love you,” she said. “I love you more than anything in this world.”


      “I love you too, and I can’t wait until you’re my wife.”


      “Only four more days—still time to change your mind,” she said with a teasing smile.


      “Not happening.” He kissed her then with all the pent up passion and desire that had been put on hold the last few weeks. “Let’s make another deal,” he said when they resurfaced.


      “What other deal?”


      “The next time something happens—something bad or upsetting—let’s go through it together. Let’s not do it alone like we did this time.”


      She nodded. “Deal.”


      “How about a soak in the Jacuzzi?”


      “Oh, yes,” she said, sighing at the thought of it. “Please.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 5

    


    
      Even though she’d intended to spend the evening with the Gardner file, Sam couldn’t seem to work up the energy to get out of the tub. The combination of the warm water, the wine, the company and the clearing of the air with Nick had left her more relaxed than she’d been in weeks.


      His finger tracing a circle on her arm drew her out of the languid state she’d drifted into. “What happened here?” he asked of the bruise.


      “The shot.”


      He winced. “Ouch,” he said, gently pressing his lips to the mark.


      “All better.”


      “You must’ve been truly desperate to subject yourself to a shot.”


      Remembering the needle, Sam shuddered. “Truly.”


      His lips continued to move on her arm, leaving goose bumps in their wake. “I’m sorry you let it get to that point. I wish you’d told me.”


      She combed her fingers through his hair. “I know I should have. But to be honest, I was afraid you’d charm me out of it.”


      “I might’ve tried.”


      “I want so badly to give you a family, Nick.”


      “A family doesn’t necessarily mean a baby.”


      “What do you mean?”


      He raised his eyes to meet hers, and the vulnerability she saw on his face touched her deeply. “I’ve been thinking… about Scotty.”


      “So have I.”


      “Really?”


      She nodded. “You’re spending a lot of time driving back and forth to Richmond.”


      Shrugging, Nick said, “I don’t mind. I love being with him.”


      “I do too. He’s such a sweet kid.”


      “I love how grateful he is for even the smallest kindness. He reminds me…”


      “He reminds you of yourself, doesn’t he?”


      Nodding, he said, “I know what it’s like to be alone in the world. Even though I had my grandmother, she didn’t want me around. I always knew that.”


      Sam’s heart ached imagining Nick as a lonely little boy. “We could do so much for him.”


      Nick took her hand and linked their fingers. “I think about that all the time. I can’t explain it, but the moment I met him I felt like I knew him.”


      “What’re we going to do about that?”


      “I have no idea. We barely have time for each other. Just because I’d love to swoop in and change his life, we have to be realistic. He could end up lonelier with us than he is now.”


      “That wouldn’t happen.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Because he wouldn’t have just us. He’d have my dad and Celia and Ang and Spence and Jack and Tracy and Mike and their kids. Then there’re the O’Connors, your dad, his family. He’d be surrounded by our entire village.”


      Nick sat up a little straighter. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


      “I’m saying we should absolutely talk about it and be sure we’d be doing the right thing for all of us.”


      “Once again, you surprise me, Samantha.”


      She laughed. “Because I’m thinking the same thing you are? Why is that so surprising?”


      “I was pretty sure you wouldn’t be all that into the idea.”


      “From the first time I saw you with him, I knew he was going to be a part of us. I didn’t know how or what or when, but I could see that you love him.”


      Nick reached out to caress her face and leaned in to kiss her. “Thank you for understanding.”


      “We’ll do something about it.” She leaned into his embrace. “After the wedding. We’ll do something.”


      “Ready to get out?”


      “If we have to.”


      “It’s getting late.” He got out first and reached for towels, wrapping one around his waist and holding the other for her. As he draped it around her, he brought her in close to him and held her for a long time.


      “Thanks for staying home tonight,” she said.


      “My pleasure.”


      Smiling up at him, Sam ran her hands over his muscular chest. “Speaking of your pleasure…”


      His cell phone rang in the bedroom, drawing a tortured groan from him. “That’s Christina.”


      “How do you know?”


      “She programmed in a special ring tone so I’d know it was her.”


      Laughing, Sam said, “That’s clever of her. I should do that too.”


      “You don’t need it.” He kissed her nose and then her lips. “I always take your calls. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”


      “I’ll be here.” Sam toweled off, combed her hair and brushed her teeth before she ventured into the bedroom and helped herself to one of Nick’s T-shirts. She grabbed her own phone and got in bed while Nick paced the room discussing the next day’s campaign stops with Christina.


      Sam took advantage of him being occupied to text Harry: I told him, so quit looking at me that way. Smiling, she pressed send and awaited his reply.


      Predictably, he fired right back. What way am I looking at you?


      The make-me-feel-guilty way.


      Don’t blame me for your guilty conscience. What’d he say?


      All the right things. As usual.


      Good.


      Sam was so glad Nick had friends like Harry to help fill the terrible void John O’Connor’s death had left in his life.


      Any ill effects from the shot?


      Just a bruise the wedding planner is freaking about. Thanks for helping me out.


      Any time. Get some sleep. Nothing worse than a bride with suitcases under her eyes.


      Very funny. See you Friday.


      Can’t wait.


      “What’s got you all smiles?” Nick asked as he got in bed.


      “Your buddy Harry. He’s quite the comedian.”


      “Are you stepping out on me already? We’re not even married yet.”


      “I like him. He’s a pain in my ass, but I like him anyway.”


      “Everyone likes him. He’s a good guy.”


      “How’d you meet him?”


      “In the emergency room of all places.”


      “Really?”


      “About seven years ago, I broke my wrist playing hockey in a rec league. He was doing his ER rotation. We hit it off, and we’ve been friends ever since. I met Andy through him too,” he said of his lawyer friend who was also in their wedding party.


      “Only you could break a bone and make a friend.”


      “Two friends.”


      “Which wrist did you break?”


      He held up his left arm. “This one, thank God. I could still write and drive for the four months it was in a cast.”


      “Four months?”


      “Yep. I played years of high school and college hockey with only bumps and bruises. Then I join a league here just for fun. Roughest sons of bitches I ever played with. Happened in my second game with them.”


      Sam took his left hand and studied his arm. “Is that where you got this?” She traced a finger over a faint scar.


      “Uh huh. They had to pin it back together. Hurt like a mother.”


      Sam planted a trail of kisses over the scar. “Do you still play?”


      “Once in a while, but not in that league. I never played with them again.”


      “I’d like to see you play.”


      He smiled. “Yeah?”


      “I bet you look hot out there.”


      Drawing her in closer to him, he said, “You think so, huh?”


      “I know so.” Sam rested her head against his chest, breathing him in. “I’ve really missed you.”


      “I’ve missed us. You’re essential to me, Samantha.” With the tip of his finger he tipped her chin up and kissed her. “So very essential.”


      Sam slipped her arms around his neck and fell into the kiss as all the worries of the day disappeared. As he held her tight against him, his tongue caressed hers, teasing and tempting until Sam was out of her mind with desire.


      “Nick,” she said, gasping. “I want you.”


      “I was thinking,” he said, his lips busy on her neck, “that since it’s been a while, maybe we should wait… until our wedding night.”


      Her hand, which had been cruising down his chest, came to a stop on his belly. “You aren’t serious.”


      “It’s been this long, what’s a few more days?”


      She tilted her hips into his erection. “An eternity?”


      He released a choppy laugh that told her how much this show of restraint was costing him.


      Sam shifted her hand lower and wrapped it around him, stroking him.


      His head fell back on the pillow, and his eyes drifted shut.


      “You’re sure you want to wait?” she asked, kissing her way down his chest.


      “Imagine how good our wedding night will be.”


      “It’ll be good no matter what.” She bent her head and took him into her mouth.


      “Oh, God, Sam.”


      “Mmmm.” She took him deep and loved how he grew harder when she lashed him with her tongue.


      “Babe,” he said, sounding desperate as his fingers tunneled into her hair. “Sam…”


      “Relax,” she whispered. “Let it happen.”


      All the oxygen seemed to leave his body in one long exhale. Sam smiled as she returned to the task at hand. She could tell from the tremble that rippled through him that he was close, so she stroked him harder and sucked him in.


      He took in a sharp deep breath and broke out in a sweat. As she felt him reach the point of no return, she backed off and then took him up again.


      “Payback is a bitch,” he said through gritted teeth.


      Sam laughed and decided she’d tortured him enough. This time, she took him deep and right over, reveling in the cry of completion that seemed to come from his very soul.


      “Son of a bitch,” he whispered, his chest heaving as Sam crawled on top of him. His arms encircled her, and his lips found her forehead. “Give me a minute to recover, and then I’m so getting you back for that.”


      “Promises, promises.”


      “That fresh mouth of yours…”


      “You love my fresh mouth.”


      He ran his fingers through her hair. “I sure do.”


      “I’ve never done that for anyone else.”


      “Done what?”


      “The whole thing.”


      “Samantha,” he said with a sigh as he very smoothly turned them so he was on top. He looked down at her with those amazing hazel eyes, and Sam had never felt more loved or cherished in her life. “We are so very lucky to have found each other—twice.”


      She looped her arms around his neck. “So lucky. Don’t ever let me go, okay?”


      “No chance of that.”


      “Promise?”


      “I promise. Do you?”


      “I do,” she said.


      He smiled at her choice of words. “Does this mean we’re married now?”


      “In all the ways that matter.” She tilted her hips against his reawakened erection. “So that makes this our wedding night.”


      “Nice try,” he said as he removed her T-shirt and kissed his way to her breasts.


      “Nick…”


      “Relax, honey,” he said, chuckling. “Let it happen.”


      


      Even though she was always consciously aware that the nightmare had returned, she was never able to pull herself out of it in time to keep from hearing the screams or seeing the blood. Every time her subconscious forced her to relive one of the worst nights of her life, Sam tried to change the outcome.


      If I can get to Quentin before he’s hit, maybe, maybe I can get him out of there, she would think as she ran through the decrepit house where Marquis Johnson kept his crack stash. Sam ran as fast as she could, calling for Quentin. The rest of her team was behind her, and she heard them yelling for her to wait for them.


      “Don’t shoot,” she cried. “Hold your fire!” Now, with the benefit of hindsight, she knew how it would end. This time, she could change everything by not allowing her officers to return fire. She could go back and rewrite history to make it come out the way it should have the first time.


      “Marquis!” Sam said. “Get Quentin out of here!” Her command was met with silence. Sam inched along the hallway toward the bedroom where all hell had broken loose that fateful night. “Marquis, please. Let him go before he gets hurt.”


      A muffled cry stopped her heart. Oh, God, it was happening again. She couldn’t bear to see that adorable, innocent little boy covered in blood as his shrieking father held his lifeless body.


      Rounding the final corner before the back bedroom, Sam gripped her weapon with both hands and extended it in front of her. She should wait for Freddie and the others to catch up to her, but a second muffled cry had her rushing into the room where Darius Gardner had Nick in a chokehold, a gun pressed to his temple. Duct tape covered Nick’s mouth. His arms and legs were bound.


      Nick’s eyes met hers, and Sam faltered. She could see and smell his fear. Blood ran down the side of his face, forcing him to blink to keep it out of his eye. “Darius,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “Please. Let him go.”


      “Faith told you not to butt into my life.” He drove the gun harder into Nick’s head, drawing a moan from Nick that tore at Sam. “You should’ve listened to her.”


      “Don’t hurt him,” Sam said. “I’m the one you want. Let him go, and take me.”


      Nick let out a low growl and fought against Darius’s hold.


      It all happened so fast. One minute Sam was pleading with Darius. In the next instant, the gun fired and Nick went down. She ran for him, screaming his name, but something held her back, keeping her from him. Sam struggled against the arms that held her tight.


      “Babe, wake up. You’re dreaming.” His lips moved on her face as sobs shook her body.


      The sheer, overwhelming relief at realizing it had been a terrible dream left her weak and clinging to him.


      “Shhh,” he said. “It’s okay. I’m here.”


      She breathed in his scent, letting the beat of his heart calm and comfort her.


      “Want to talk about it?”


      Shaking her head, she drew in another deep breath as the implications spiraled through her mind. In all the months since the crack house shooting, the dream had never changed. Until now. What did it mean?


      During the course of her career, she’d been threatened plenty of times. Never once had a threat caused her to back down from an investigation. But she’d never had quite so much to lose. What if someone seriously threatened Nick’s life? What would she do?


      Nick combed his fingers through her hair.


      She nuzzled his chest and kissed his throat. The images from the dream kept running through her mind, making her shudder.


      As he tightened his arms around her, Sam realized there was absolutely nothing she wouldn’t do to ensure his safety—including back off an investigation if it came to that.


      “Just a dream, babe,” he said, massaging her shoulders.


      “Yeah.” Except, she thought, it wasn’t just a dream. It was her greatest nightmare.


      “Will you be able to go back to sleep?”


      She nodded, telling him what he needed to hear so he would get some sleep. His insomnia had been bad lately as the campaign and wedding compounded his stress.


      “Sure you don’t want to tell me about it?”


      “Same old dream. You know the one.”


      “Hasn’t happened in a while. What brought that on?”


      “We were talking about the Johnson case today. Probably stirred it up.”


      “I’m sorry you have to carry that horrible memory with you.”


      Sam shrugged. “Goes with the territory.” Anxious to change the subject, she tilted her head back and kissed him. “Sorry I woke you.”


      “I wasn’t asleep.”


      “Nick… Will you take a pill? Please? You can’t go another night without sleep.”


      “I’m okay.”


      She ran her hand from her chest to his belly. “I need you very well rested for this weekend.”


      Laughing softly, he stopped her hand before it could go any lower. “And I need you well rested.” He linked their fingers and brought their joined hands to his chest.


      “I will if you will.”


      He rolled to his side and drew her in closer to him. “You got it.”


      Sam took a deep breath and closed her eyes tight against the image of Gardner holding that gun to Nick’s head. A tremble rippled through her body. She blinked back tears, knowing if she broke down he’d never get the sleep he so desperately needed.


      “I hate how you suffer over that job.”


      “I’m all right, Nick. Really. I want you to sleep.”


      “And I love how you care more about me than you do about yourself.”


      Sam gripped his hand. “Always will.” Lying there in the dark, Sam vowed to nail Darius Gardner to the wall. She would get him before he could harm anyone else. And once she had him, she’d make sure he never saw the light of day again.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 6

    


    
      Sam didn’t go back to sleep. She waited until she was sure she wouldn’t wake Nick before she eased herself out of his embrace and got up. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was just after three. Great, she thought. Just what I need this week—a sleepless night. She went across the hall to her closet and found a pair of sweats and pulled them on along with warm socks.


      In the far back corner of the closet, she took the top off a shoebox and withdrew one of the six cans of diet cola she’d stashed there for emergencies. A sleepless night the week of her wedding certainly counted as a caffeine emergency.


      She went downstairs, got a glass of ice and took Gardner’s file into the study to fire up Nick’s computer. While she waited for it to boot up, she took pleasure in rearranging the perfectly placed items on his desk. It made her smile to imagine him finding her calling card the next time he sat there.


      Sam reached for a framed photo she hadn’t seen there before—the picture of them that had run with their interview in the Washington Star. When had he gotten that? Nick sat behind her, with his arms around her. Sam traced a finger over the photo, wishing for one for her own desk. She’d have to ask Nick how he’d come to have it.


      She cracked open the diet cola and poured it over the ice, practically drooling in anticipation. Since Dr. Harry identified it as the cause of her crippling stomach pain, she hadn’t had so much as a sip of soda. One can wouldn’t hurt anything, she decided as she took the first sip. The carbonation zipped through her system, giving her a much-needed boost.


      “Ah, hello, old friend,” she said, taking a second drink. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”


      Resisting the urge to guzzle, she put the glass aside and reached for the file folder. Inside she found the photos that haunted Faith. “Sadistic son of a bitch,” Sam muttered as she sifted through them. The woman Gardner attacked hadn’t been more than a teenager at the time. Her bruised and battered face told the story of a vicious assault.


      She withdrew the victim’s statement and tried to read it, blinking when the words jumbled into an unreadable mess. “Goddamn it,” she muttered, frustrated by the dyslexia that plagued her at times of stress or exhaustion. Closing her eyes, she took a deep, calming breath and tried again. No good.


      Then she remembered Nick had showed her how the computer could read for her. She scanned the document and sat back to listen to the techno-sounding narration.


      Sam forced herself to focus on the report given by Gardner’s traumatized victim and was chilled by the monotone recitation of what had been an emotionally devastating event. Once again her thoughts drifted to her detective and friend, Jeannie McBride, who’d recently survived an equally horrific attack.


      As an officer charged with keeping people safe in the District of Columbia, Sam was infuriated on behalf of Gardner’s victim and Jeannie. At least they’d gotten the bastard who attacked Jeannie.


      Remembering the elbow that had connected with her abdomen during his arrest had Sam resting a hand on her belly. Because of him, she’d lost the baby she and Nick had wanted so badly. She’d never forgive that son of a bitch for what he’d taken from them—and from Jeannie and his other victims. But he was locked up where he belonged, and after hearing the report from Gardner’s victim, she was determined to lock him up too.


      Nick’s hands landed on her shoulders, startling her. “What’re you doing up?” he asked. “And why must you mess with my desk every time?”


      “So you’ll know I was here.” Smiling, she looked up at him, noting the fatigue that clung to him during particularly intense bouts of insomnia.


      “As if I could ever forget you’re here.” He scowled when he saw the glass on the desk. “I thought you gave that up.”


      “Just one. I needed a boost. What’re you doing up?”


      “Couldn’t sleep without you.”


      “I’m sorry.” Sam gathered up the papers on the desk. “Come on, let’s go back to bed.” The pile slipped from her fingers and scattered on the floor.


      Nick bent to retrieve the photos, wincing at the images of Gardner’s victim. “What happened to her?”


      “Beaten and raped.”


      “Is she related to a new case of yours?”


      Sam shook her head. “Possible new lead in my dad’s case. But it’ll keep until tomorrow. You need sleep.”


      “And you don’t?”


      “It wasn’t happening, so I figured I’d get some work done.”


      He pulled up the other chair and dropped into it. Sam let her eyes take a lazy journey over broad shoulders, well-defined pectorals and washboard abs. He had just the right amount of dark chest hair trailing into the sweatpants he’d put on.


      He waved a hand to get her attention. “Hello?”


      Sam realized she was staring at him. “Sorry, just enjoying the view.”


      Grinning, he said, “You can enjoy it all you want next week.”


      “Can’t wait. That’s the part I’m most looking forward to.”


      “Me, too.” Gesturing to the pictures, he raised an eyebrow.


      Sam filled him in on what Gonzo and Freddie had uncovered about the former tenants at the house where Clarence Reece murdered his family.


      “How does she fit in?” Nick asked, gesturing to the photo of the battered woman.


      “Gardner was accused of raping her in the house shortly before my father was shot.”


      “So he’s locked up?”


      “I wish. The case got tossed.”


      “How come?”


      “Procedural stuff. Anyway, it’s probably another dead end on my dad’s shooting.”


      “What aren’t you telling me?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Don’t play coy with me, Samantha. Spill it.”


      Unnerved by the way he read her so easily, she studied his handsome face for a long moment. “You can’t tell anyone. Ever.”


      “Understood.”


      “Faith Miller could lose her job.”


      “The AUSA?”


      Sam nodded. “Gardner threatened her. One of his minions told her he’d chop up her baby niece and return her to her parents in pieces.”


      Nick blanched. “And she believed him?”


      “She had a face-to-face with him the next day in court. The way he looked at her, she had no doubt he’d do it.”


      Nick picked up a picture of the victim and studied it intently. “Now you’ve made her yours, and you’re going after him.”


      “I can’t let him get away with that! He threatened a federal prosecutor.”


      “Who chose to back off. That was her call.”


      “So I should sit back and allow a violent criminal to walk the streets? Maybe if Faith hadn’t backed down, my dad never would’ve been shot.”


      “You have no way to know that.”


      “I can find out.”


      He put down the photo, leaned his arms on his knees and looked at her. “I want you to do something for me.”


      She’d never seen that particular expression on his face before and was taken aback by it. “What?”


      “Let this one go. It’s not your fight.”


      “How can you say that? He might’ve shot my father!”


      Pointing to the woman in the photo, he said, “Her fight is not yours. Not this week. Not this week.”


      “Because of the wedding.”


      He took her hands and linked their fingers. “We’re so close to having it all, Samantha. I’ve never wanted anything more than to have you as my wife. Please don’t take this on. Not this week.”


      “You’re not being fair. This is my job.”


      “This time it’s personal, and you know it.”


      “Because of Jeannie.”


      “That and your dad and a lot of other things.”


      “You can’t make a habit of this.”


      “I won’t.”


      While the cop in her wanted to rant and rage, the fiancée understood him well enough to know he wouldn’t make a habit of it. “All right.”


      “All right what?”


      “All right, I won’t go after Gardner for the rape. Not this week.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Now can we go to bed?”


      He stood, helped her up and drew her in tight against him. “So close, Samantha.”


      Resting her head against his chest, she closed her eyes. The image of Gardner pressing the gun to Nick’s head made her shudder. She would get him. Maybe not the way she’d planned to. But she would get him.


      


      Sam was strapping on her shoulder harness and turning up her nose at the oatmeal Nick had made for breakfast when her phone rang. She took the call from her stepmother. “Hey, Celia, what’s up?”


      “Are you coming by on your way out this morning?”


      “I was planning to. Why?”


      “I don’t want to worry you, but your dad has seemed a little… off this week.”


      Sam was immediately on alert. “How so?”


      “Quiet and kind of morose. I can’t seem to cajole him out of it. He was just to the doctor yesterday, so I know it’s nothing physical.”


      Celia sounded dejected, which wasn’t at all like her.


      “I was hoping you might talk to him,” Celia added.


      “I’ll be right over.”


      “Thanks, Sam. I know you’re so busy this week—”


      “I’m never too busy for him. Or you.”


      “That’s sweet of you, honey. I’ll see you soon.”


      “What’s up?” Nick asked after she ended the call.


      “Not sure. Celia says my dad is in a funk.”


      “When you think about it, it’s amazing he’s not in a funk more often.”


      “True.” Sam downed the last half of a glass of orange juice, wishing it was a diet cola. “I’m going to head over there and see what’s up.”


      “Want me to go with you?”


      She bent to kiss him. “No need, but thanks for offering.”


      Nick raised a hand to her face and kissed her more intently. “Four more days.”


      She leaned her forehead against his. “Mmm. Five more days until beach and sun.”


      “Can’t wait. Let me know what’s up with your dad.”


      “I will.”


      “Be careful out there today, Samantha.”


      “Always am.”


      Sam walked to her father’s house with a growing sense of dread. Since he was shot more than two years ago, Skip had done such an amazing job of staying upbeat and positive despite having every reason to not be either. His attitude had gone a long way toward helping those who loved him to accept his new reality.


      She had feared the day might come when he just couldn’t stay positive anymore. And like Nick had said it was amazing it hadn’t happened sooner. “Not this week, Skippy,” she whispered as she took the ramp to her father’s front door. “Please not this week.”


      Inside, she found Celia waiting for her in the living room and gave her stepmother a quick hug.


      “Look,” Celia whispered, gesturing to the kitchen where Skip sat in his chair with the Washington Post loaded into his reading device—just like every other morning. However, rather than peruse the paper the way he normally did, Skip stared out the window. “He’s been like that for a couple of days now. No interest in anything.”


      “I’ll talk to him.”


      “Thanks, Sam. If anyone can snap him out of it, you can.”


      Sam swallowed hard. No pressure or anything. “I’ll do my best.” She patted Celia’s arm and went to the kitchen.


      “Hey, Skippy.” She dropped a kiss on his freshly shaven cheek. “How goes it?”


      “Oh, hey. Where’d you come from?”


      “Three doors down the street.”


      That earned her a weak smile. “How are things at wedding central?”


      “Not too bad.” Sam helped herself to a bottle of water from the fridge and cracked it open. “Shelby is doing a good job of keeping the madness far, far away from us.”


      “Earning her keep anyway.”


      Sam sat at the table. “For what Nick is paying her, it’s the least she can do.” She studied him for a moment and noticed he looked tired and wan. A stab of fear caught her off guard. While she’d always known it would’ve been so much better for him in many ways if the bullet had killed him, she was eternally grateful that it hadn’t. “How are you?”


      “Good.”


      “Anything new or exciting?”


      He glanced at her, suspicious. “What’s with the small talk?”


      She shrugged. “Just checking on my dear old dad. Any objection to that?”


      “If you’ve got something on your mind, Sam, spill it.”


      “Gonzo and Cruz tracked down the guy who owns Reece’s place. We’re following some leads. Might be something. Might not.” In two years of hunting her father’s shooter, Sam had learned to not get her hopes up—or his.


      “You’ll keep me posted.”


      “Absolutely.” She found it odd that he didn’t want the details on the leads. “Something bothering you, Skippy?”


      “Why do you ask?”


      “You seem a little, I don’t know… off… maybe.”


      He looked away from her. “I’m fine. You’ve got plenty to think about this week without fretting about me.”


      Sam reached out to squeeze his right hand, the one spot that retained sensation. “I always fret about you, and you know that. Tell me what’s on your mind—and don’t say it’s nothing. You can pull that shit with everyone else, but not with me.”


      He grunted out a laugh. “The chip off my old block.”


      “Exactly.”


      “I’ve been thinking a lot about you this week.”


      Not at all sure she was prepared for the direction this conversation was taking, Sam continued to hold his hand. “What about me?”


      “I don’t know if I say it enough or if I’ve ever said it, but you know I’m so proud of you, don’t you?”


      Definitely not prepared. She cleared her throat. “Of course I know that.”


      “And that you’ve found the perfect guy for you. I couldn’t have picked anyone better for my little girl.”


      “I’m so glad you like him. Means a lot to me.”


      “I’m just sorry that I can’t… you know…”


      She really didn’t know. “What?”


      His sharp blue eyes were filled with despair that broke Sam’s heart. “I never told you how much I hated giving you away to Peter. I couldn’t stand him. But Nick… I sure do wish I could give you away to him. I’m sorry I can’t.”


      “What are you talking about? Of course you’re giving me away. Who else would do it?”


      “But I can’t—”


      “Yes, you can. I have a whole plan worked out.” And it dawned on her that she probably should’ve shared it with him. “I was thinking I’d put my hand on your shoulder, and we’ll go in like that. If that’s okay with you.”


      “If you’re sure that’s what you want.”


      “Dad… Come on, I can’t do this without you. It’s exactly what I want.”


      Right before her eyes he seemed to brighten. “Okay then.”


      “I wish you had talked to me about this rather than stewing in silence.”


      “I didn’t want to bother you.”


      Sam got up and rested her head on his shoulder. “Just because it seems like everything is changing, some things will never change. You got me?”


      “Yeah,” he said gruffly. “I got ya. Love you, Sam Holland.”


      “Love you too.”


      “Could I ask you something else?”


      She rested her hands on his shoulders. “Anything.”


      “Is your mother coming?”


      “Not this time.”


      “Did you invite her?”


      Sam shook her head. “I wanted you to be able to enjoy yourself.”


      “And after the scene I made at your first wedding—”


      “That had nothing to do with why I didn’t invite her this time. I don’t want her there.”


      “I hate that you girls never see her.”


      “That was her choice, not ours. She should’ve thought of us before she cheated on you.” She kissed his forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow if not before.”


      “I’ll be here.”


      “You’d better be.” She left him with a smile and went into the living room where Celia was wiping up tears.


      “I should’ve known it had something to do with the wedding,” she whispered.


      Sam hugged her. “It never occurred to me that he’d be worried about giving me away. I should’ve talked to him about it sooner.”


      “Your plan is perfect, honey.”


      “I’m glad you think so. Nick will drop off Dad’s tux on Friday.”


      “Sounds good. Thanks for coming by.”


      “Like I told him—nothing is changing. I’m right up the street any time you need me. My future husband saw to that.”


      “Which is just one of the many reasons we love him.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7

    


    
      Drained from the conversation with her father and beating herself up for not talking to him sooner about the wedding, Sam arrived at her HQ office to find Shelby Faircloth waiting for her. “Did we have an appointment, Tinker Bell?”


      “Nope, just a few last-minute details that I need to pin you down on, and since I can’t get Mohammad to come to the mountain…”


      Sam grinned at her. She’d been fully prepared to hate whatever wedding planner they hired, but Shelby was damned hard to hate. “Mohammad is at your service. Fire away.”


      Shelby withdrew a pink portfolio from a pink briefcase.


      “Don’t you ever get sick of all the pink?” Sam asked.


      Shelby recoiled. “Sick of pink? Never! It’s my signature color.”


      “No! Really?”


      Grinning at Sam’s sarcasm, Shelby withdrew a three-panel brochure containing the groupings of flowers she’d given Sam to choose from. “This is it. You have to decide. What’s it going to be? Orchids, calla lilies or tulips?”


      Sam moaned and put her head down on the desk. “I can’t decide! I like them all!”


      “I’ve got the florist and the cake lady so far up my kazoo I can’t take a deep breath without hearing from one of them. You can’t put it off any longer.”


      “Which one would you pick?”


      “It’s not my wedding.”


      “Shelby!”


      “Most brides would’ve made this decision weeks ago. It’s only because all these people are so thrilled to be affiliated with your wedding that they’ve let you slide this long.”


      “Eeny, meany, miney, mo…”


      Shelby dissolved into laughter. “I should’ve gone to Nick with this.”


      “Why didn’t you?”


      “I figured something had to be your choice.”


      Sam scowled at her. “Fine. Go with the orchids. That’s it. A decision. Are you happy?”


      “I’m thrilled!” Shelby fired off a text message from her BlackBerry. “Now, let’s talk about your hair.”


      “What about it?”


      “Up and sleek, down and smooth, up and messy.” Shelby placed photos of each style in front of Sam.


      “What will best hide this?” Sam pointed to the still-healing scar at her hairline from the car accident she and Nick had been in.


      “Don’t worry about that. My makeup girl will make it disappear.”


      “What makeup girl?”


      “The one I hired to do your makeup.”


      “I’ll do my own.”


      “Can you make that scar disappear? How about those bags under your eyes?”


      “Now you’re just being mean.”


      “I’m keeping it real, sister. You need her.”


      “I want Nick to recognize me when I walk in there.”


      Shelby rolled her eyes. “Puleeze. Would I hire someone who’d make you look freakish?”


      “To pay me back for being a pain in your ass? Yes.”


      Snorting with laughter, Shelby said, “Then stop being a pain in my ass and decide.” She tapped on the photos to refocus Sam’s attention. Even Shelby’s fingernails were painted pink.


      “That one.” Sam pointed to the sleek up do with the flower tucked in. “Nick prefers it long, but he can take it down afterward.”


      “There’s the spirit. Now, about favors. What’d you decide?”


      “Instead of favors, we’re doing a donation in the name of each guest to the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation for spinal cord research.”


      “I love that idea.”


      “I’m glad you approve.”


      “We’ll have something printed up and placed on the tables.” Shelby withdrew a velvet pouch from her bag. “One more thing.” Tugging open the pouch, she dropped three platinum rings on the desk.


      “Don’t you have enough work to do, Lieutenant?”


      The voice coming from the doorway turned her stomach. “Get out of here,” she said, refusing to even look at her nemesis Lieutenant Stahl.


      “I’ll have to talk to your captain about how you’re spending your work time.”


      Sam still didn’t look at him as she got up and shut the door in his face. “Now,” she said to Shelby, “you were saying?”


      Shelby cleared her throat. “We can do this after work if that would be better for you.”


      “Now is fine.” Looking at the rings for Nick, Sam’s heart beat faster all of a sudden as it suddenly dawned on her that they were getting married. Saturday. “Oh, boy,” she said, perusing the choices. “They’re all beautiful.” Sam picked them up one-by-one and studied them closely. The first was made of brushed platinum with engraved edges. The second had two engraved circles in the middle, and the third was the brightest of the batch, also with engraved edges. “Which one best matches the one he chose for me?”


      “Nice try, but you are not getting that out of me. They all match yours.”


      “All right then, which one do you like best for him?”


      “I like them all, or I wouldn’t have brought them to you.”


      “Just for the record—you’re no help at all.”


      Shelby giggled. “I beg to differ.”


      Sam looked the rings over again and kept coming back to the first one—classic and elegant, but not flashy. Just like him. “This one.” She held it up for Shelby.


      “Excellent. Now what would you like to have engraved inside?”


      Sam blanched. “Engraved? I have to engrave something?”


      “Well, it is customary.”


      “What did he put in mine?”


      Shelby rolled her eyes. “Stop asking me that stuff.”


      Sam rested her hand on her weapon. “I could make you tell me.”


      “No, you couldn’t.”


      “You’re awful ballsy, Tinker Bell. I gotta give you that.”


      “I have to be to manage you.”


      A knock on the door interrupted them. “Unless you’re Stahl, enter.”


      Freddie entered. “Definitely not Stahl.”


      “What’s up, Cruz?”


      “I can come back when you’re not busy.”


      “Help me out here—what should I have engraved inside Nick’s ring?”


      “You haven’t decided that yet?”


      “Thank you,” Shelby said. “A man after my own heart.”


      “You’re too old for him,” Sam said, earning a glare from Shelby. Returning her attention to Freddie, she handed him the ring she had chosen. “You like this one?”


      He took it from her, examined it from every angle and held it up to the light. “Yep. That works.”


      “So what do I put inside?”


      Shelby reached into her bag and withdrew yet another piece of paper. “Here are some suggestions.”


      Sam scanned the list and passed it to Freddie. “Nothing really jumps out at me.”


      “Personally, I like ‘Someone to watch over me,’ because you certainly need that,” Freddie said, which got him a scowl from his boss and a snort from Shelby.


      “If you don’t have anything productive to add, hit the road,” Sam said to her partner.


      “I need to talk to you about Gardner when you’re free.”


      “Give me five.”


      “Good ring choice,” Freddie said on his way out. “Nick will like it.”


      Shelby leaned in to whisper to Sam. “He hasn’t RSVP’d for the wedding yet.”


      “Huh?”


      Shelby shrugged.


      Sam couldn’t imagine why Freddie hadn’t replied to the invitation. “I’ll talk to him.”


      “Now, about the inscription…”


      “I think I know what I want,” Sam said, feeling embarrassed. “It’s kind of hokey, but it works for us.”


      Shelby reached for a pen. “Ready when you are.”


      “How about, ‘You’re my home. Always, Samantha.’”


      Shelby looked up at her, clearly startled.


      “What? That’s stupid, isn’t it?”


      “Not at all.” Shelby wrote it down. “In fact, I think it’s just right. I’ll get the ring over to the engraver.” She got busy gathering up her belongings. “We should be all set now.”


      “What about Scotty’s gift to Nick? The Fenway Park cake? That’s good to go, right?”


      “I was over there earlier to check on their progress. It’ll be fabulous.”


      “Scotty is so excited about that.”


      “With good reason. Nick will love it.”


      Thinking about the other gift she’d procured for Nick and Scotty made Sam smile. She couldn’t wait to give it to them on Friday. “Shelby?”


      “Yes, ma’am?”


      “You did a great job of keeping the crazy away from me. I appreciate that, and I’m sorry if I was a bit of a handful.”


      “I meet a lot of brides and grooms, but every so often I get to work with a couple so absolutely perfect together that it’s my pleasure to do whatever it takes to ensure their day is every bit as perfect as they are for each other.” She leaned in to squeeze Sam’s hand. “I’ll see you Friday, and don’t worry about a thing.”


      “I won’t,” Sam said, taken aback by Shelby’s compliment.


      “Get those vows written,” Shelby called over her shoulder as she left in a cloud of pink.


      “Oh my God,” Sam moaned, dropping her head to her desk once again. “Vows!”


      


      “What’ve you got on Gardner?” Sam asked Freddie.


      “I dug into some of his priors, and it seems nothing ever sticks to him. He’s managed to plead his way to probation for charges that should’ve gotten him locked up for years.”


      “You’re thinking he’s pulled this intimidation thing before.”


      “Seems possible.”


      “Except we can’t exactly go around interviewing former assistant U.S. attorneys about something that could possibly get them disbarred.”


      “True. So what’s the plan?”


      “Let’s find out where he and his pal Simmons were on December 28, 2008.”


      “With you, boss.”


      Once they were in the car, Sam tried to find a tactful way to broach the subject of the wedding. She’d been surprised to hear that Freddie hadn’t responded. “So, um, are you coming on Saturday?”


      “Of course I am. Why?”


      “You never sent back the RSVP thingie. Shelby’s having vapors over it.”


      “Oh. Sorry. I was… waiting, but um, I’ll get it to you later on.”


      “No need to worry about the card. I’ll tell her you’re coming. Unless… Are you bringing someone?”


      He looked down and brushed what might’ve been doughnut powder off his jeans. “I asked Elin.”


      Sam almost drove off the road. “You did? When?”


      “A week ago.”


      “And?”


      “She said no.”


      Sam had no idea what to say.


      “It was stupid. I shouldn’t have asked her. Nothing’s changed, right? My mother still can’t stand her, and I’m not interested in a sex-only relationship. So what’s the point?”


      “There must be a point if you asked her in the first place.”


      “It’s so stupid.”


      “What is?”


      “I only went out with her for a month, but I can’t stop thinking about her. I miss her.”


      “Did you tell her that?”


      “Not really. I said I wanted to see her, asked if she wanted to go to the wedding and she said she didn’t think it was a good idea. That was it.”


      He was so dejected that Sam’s heart went out to him, even though she hadn’t liked Elin for him, either. “Is it possible,” Sam said, clearing her throat, “that you might be, you know, in love with her?”


      “How would I know? I’ve never been in love.”


      “I hate to say that it seems like you could be now if you can’t stop thinking about her and you miss her so much.”


      “What do I do?”


      “That depends on you. Are you able to get past your mother’s disapproval and move forward with Elin or…”


      “Or what?”


      “Or not,” Sam said with a shrug.


      Moaning, Freddie banged his head against the headrest. “I can’t deal with this. I seriously can’t.”


      Sam pulled into a parking space in Washington Heights and cut the engine. “You’re almost thirty years old, Freddie. At some point you have to cut the cord with your mother and live your own life.”


      He looked over at her. “I thought you were glad I wasn’t with Elin anymore.”


      “I’m not glad you’re unhappy.”


      “I want to be the guy who tells off my mother and does whatever the heck I want, but that’s so not me.”


      “Christ, you don’t even swear properly.”


      That drew a short laugh from him. “What’ve I asked you about taking the Lord’s name in vain?”


      “Yeah, yeah. I’m going to tell you something, but you have to promise you’ll never let on to your mother that I encouraged you to pursue Elin.”


      Smiling, he said, “Promise.”


      “I first met Nick six years ago. We spent an incredible night together and connected on every possible level. But then he never called.”


      “That doesn’t sound like him.”


      “Turns out he did call—repeatedly, but douche bag Peter, who was my roommate at the time, never gave me his messages.”


      “That son of a bitch!”


      “There it is!” Sam said, laughing.


      “I can believe he’d do that!”


      “Peter worked my disappointment to his advantage. Wormed his way in by pretending to be my friend. Eventually, Nick gave up on me.” She looked over to find Freddie hanging on her every word. “I can’t tell you how much I wish I’d tried to call him rather than just accepting he hadn’t called me. Can you imagine how different the last six years would’ve been for me—and him?”


      “No bombs, no restraining orders…”


      She smiled. “Exactly. When I was married, I’d take these mental vacations and allow myself to remember that one perfect night with Nick. It would get me through, you know? It made me so sad to think he hadn’t called.”


      “Wow, that really sucks.”


      “Do you understand why I’m telling you this?”


      “Ahhh, is it because all this talk of weddings has made you go soft?”


      Sam punched his arm lightly. “Don’t spend years pining away for the woman you love when all you have to do is pick up the phone.”


      “I get it, and I appreciate you sharing that with me. I had no idea. I knew you’d met Nick a long time ago, but not all that about Peter. That guy is such a scumbag.”


      “You won’t get any argument from me on that. So you’ll think about what I said?”


      Freddie nodded. “Thank you.”


      “Tell you what. I’ll let Shelby know you’re coming with a guest—just in case.”


      “But what if—”


      Sam rested her hand on his arm. “Either way, it’s fine. With or without. It’s up to you.” She glanced at the dilapidated row houses. “Let’s talk to Gardner.”


      As they approached the house, Sam noticed it was the best-looking place on the run-down block. It boasted a fresh coat of white paint and bushes rather than the trash that collected in front of the neighboring houses.


      “Nice place,” Freddie said. “For this neighborhood.”


      “What do you want?”


      Sam looked up to the second-floor window where Gardner had a gun trained on them. “Fuck,” she muttered. Through the window Gardner had cracked open, Sam heard a baby begin to cry. The sound sent a cold chill down her spine as she reached for her weapon.


      “What do you want?”


      Sam flashed her badge. “We’d like to speak to you about an incident two years ago.” Sam made an effort to keep her voice calm. “December of 2008.”


      “What incident?”


      “Shooting on G Street. A cop was hit.”


      “I don’t know nothing about that.”


      “You once lived in a house owned by Gerald Price?” Sam rattled off the address.


      “Yeah, so?”


      The baby’s cries were getting louder, which ramped up Sam’s anxiety. “We found items in the house referring to the shooting. Newspaper clippings, reports, photos.”


      “What’s that got to do with me?”


      “Where were you on December 28, 2008?”


      He released a harsh laugh. “You expect me to know that off the top of my head? Fuckin’ cops. Get the hell out of here. I got nothing to say to you.”


      Sam swallowed hard and tried to forget about the threats this man had made toward Faith Miller as well as the pictures of his battered rape victim. “I need you to tell me where you were that day.”


      “And I need you to get the fuck off my property before I get pissed.”


      “We can continue this conversation downtown.”


      “Sam…”


      She waved Freddie off. “What’s it going to be Mr. Gardner? Here or downtown?”


      A shot rang out. Before Sam could register that he’d actually shot at them, she was flying through the air. She landed under Freddie in the next yard over from Gardner’s place. In the second before her head made contact with a large rock, Sam had the wherewithal to realize that Nick was going to be really mad when he heard about this.


      Then everything went black.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 8

    


    
      Sam battled her way through the fog of pain and confusion to discover she was in the back of an ambulance. “Freddie,” she said as the events at Gardner’s house came rushing back to her. “Where’s Cruz?”


      The paramedic put his hands on her shoulders to stop her from sitting up. “Detective Cruz stayed at the scene to deal with the shooter.”


      Sam’s tongue felt too big for her mouth. “Tell me he’s not there alone.”


      “The place is crawling with cops. Don’t worry.”


      “We get Gardner?”


      “Your partner was quite the hero. He dragged you to safety and called for backup. SWAT got Gardner.”


      “Jeez. How long was I out?”


      “Twenty-five minutes.”


      “Shit.” The pain radiating from her head suddenly had her full attention. “There was a baby in the house. I heard a baby crying.”


      “Social services is on it.”


      “Need my phone.” She squirmed on the gurney, trying to get her phone from her coat pocket. Her head pounded and her stomach surged with nausea. “Shit, did I lose it?”


      “Lieutenant, you need to stay still. You could have a concussion.”


      Having suffered a concussion in the car accident a few short weeks ago, Sam could’ve diagnosed that herself. Nick would be seriously pissed. “I really need a phone. I swear I won’t move if you let me borrow yours.” She had once promised Nick she’d call him the minute she could any time something crazy happened at work. Unfortunately, she’d had to keep that promise far more often than either of them liked.


      Uttering a sigh, the paramedic produced a touch-screen cell phone.


      “I don’t know what to do with that. Will you dial a number for me?”


      “Maybe after that I can do your nails for you too.”


      “I do need a manicure for my wedding.”


      He laughed. “What’s the number?”


      Sam rattled off Nick’s cell number, praying he’d take the call from a number he didn’t recognize. “Come on, come on, pick up.” When she reached his voicemail, Sam handed the phone back to the paramedic. “Call again. Please.”


      Frowning at her, the paramedic redialed.


      “Come on, Nick. Pick up.”


      


      Nick spent the morning in meetings with his campaign team, but couldn’t concentrate on work as he thought about the previous evening. Whatever Sam dreamed about had frightened her deeply, and that had rattled him.


      And when he thought about that freak Gardner and what he’d done to that poor girl… He shuddered remembering those photos. Asking Sam not to pursue the case against Gardner wasn’t something he’d done lightly. He also knew it wasn’t something he could do again any time soon.


      All morning he’d had a bad feeling nagging at him. She’d promised she wouldn’t go after Gardner for the rape of that girl. On the way into the office it had dawned on him that he’d failed to include investigating what role Gardner might’ve played in her father’s shooting in his wedding week moratorium.


      “Senator?”


      Startled, he looked up at Christina, his chief of staff. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”


      “We’re talking about your latest numbers in southern Virginia. We need to spend more time in Norfolk, Newport News and Virginia Beach after your vacation.”


      Nick’s BlackBerry buzzed in his pocket. “Excuse me.” He checked the caller ID, didn’t recognize the number and returned the phone to his pocket. “What’s the issue in that area?”


      “Heavy concentration of military,” the head pollster said. “Because you’ve never served—”


      The phone buzzed again. “Sorry,” Nick mumbled. “Crazy week.” Normally, he’d never bother with his phone during a meeting, but there was that feeling he just couldn’t shake. He glanced at the caller ID, saw the same number as before and took the call.


      “Nick Cappuano.”


      “Oh thank goodness you answered.”


      “Samantha?”


      “Something happened, but I’m fine.”


      Nick sat up straighter in his seat. “What happened?”


      “Freddie and I got shot at, and I smacked my head. They’re taking me in to get it checked.” He heard her ask someone which hospital they were taking her to.


      “Going to GW,” she said to Nick. “It’s no biggie. Coupla stitches maybe. Won’t show on Saturday.”


      “Who shot at you?” Nick asked, taking in the stunned expressions on his staffers’ faces. Why couldn’t he have fallen for an accountant?


      “We went to talk to Gardner about my father’s shooting, and he was not happy to see us. The good news is now we’ve got him on charges that’ll stick. Even he can’t wiggle out of shooting at cops.”


      Nick watched as Christina signaled to the others to step out of the office. When the door shut behind them, he said, “I thought you were going to stay away from him.”


      “I never mentioned the rape.”


      “Well, that’s good of you. You stuck to the letter of our agreement. I appreciate that.”


      “You’re pissed.”


      “You knew I would be.”


      He heard her release a deep sigh. “I needed to ask him about my father’s shooting.”


      “And look at where that got you—yet another trip to the ER, the week of our wedding, no less.”


      “The last time wasn’t my fault. You’ll recall that the gang members were gunning for us.”


      “I don’t appreciate you making light of this, Samantha.”


      “I’m not making light. I have to go. We’re almost there. I’ll see you at home.”


      “I’m coming to get you. Don’t move from that hospital until I get there.” He ended the call before she could put up an argument.


      For a long time he sat there, riveted by overwhelming anger and impotence. There wasn’t a goddamned thing he could do to keep her safe. He thought he’d accepted that new fact of his life, but apparently he hadn’t. Not if the fury he was experiencing at the moment was any indication. The last thing they needed the week of their wedding was a big, fat fight, but as he left the Capitol and headed for the GW Emergency Room, he feared that’s exactly what was going to happen.


      


      Freddie leaned in for a closer look at the cut on Sam’s head and winced. “I feel so bad. I never noticed the rock.”


      “Since you probably saved both our lives, I wouldn’t worry about it.”


      “I saw the gun move and just reacted.”


      “You did good. I heard you were like a superhero out there.”


      “Nah,” he said, brushing off the compliment. “Nick’s gonna be pissed at me for getting you hurt this week.”


      “I imagine he’ll join me in thanking you for making sure I didn’t get killed.” She looked up at her ashen-faced partner. “Tell me you’ve got Gardner in custody.”


      “On his way to HQ as we speak.”


      “Is Captain Malone here?” Sam asked.


      “In the waiting room.”


      “Go get him for me, will you?”


      “Sure.” Freddie reached into his coat pocket, withdrew Sam’s phone and handed it to her. “Found it after the paramedics carted you away.”


      “Oh good. I was wondering where it was.”


      “I’ll send Malone in.”


      Sam closed her eyes and focused on remaining as still as possible to calm the relentless pounding in her head. The doctor had ordered a CT scan to confirm the concussion, which Sam had told him was a waste of time. He’d also indicated the need for five or six staples to close the wound. Fabulous. She wondered if Tinker Bell had ever had a bride with staples in her head before. The thought of asking her would’ve made Sam want to laugh if her head hadn’t been pounding.


      Captain Malone stepped into the room. “This is beginning to be a disturbing pattern, Lieutenant. I’ve heard they’re giving you a frequent-flyer card.”


      “That’s very funny. Ha. Ha.”


      He smiled and leaned in for a closer look at the injury. “At least it won’t show in the pictures.”


      “For which I’m grateful. Listen, I need you to do something for me.”


      “As always, Lieutenant, I am at your service.”


      “I have to tell you something that has to be handled with the utmost discretion. The career of a colleague and friend hangs in the balance.”


      His expression turned serious. “Understood.”


      She told him about Gardner’s threats toward Faith Miller and the rape case that had never been prosecuted. “The victim was nineteen at the time and refused to testify. She’s older now, and he’s locked up. Someone needs to talk to her, compel her to testify.”


      “I’ll see to it.”


      “Bring Forrester in on the new charges,” she said of the U.S. attorney. “I don’t want Gardner sliding through again.”


      “He took a shot at two cops and just missed you both,” Malone said. “He’s not getting away with that.”


      “You’ll take it right to Forrester?”


      Malone nodded.


      “Let’s nail him on the whole package this time.” As Sam’s burst of energy began to fade, she closed her eyes to seek relief from the relentless pounding. “I also want to know where he was on December 28, 2008.”


      “We’ll find out,” Malone assured her.


      “His buddy Simmons too. Someone left that stuff about my father’s shooting in Reece’s house. I want to know who.”


      “You take it easy. We’re on it.”


      Sam looked up at him. “There’s something about this Gardner guy. I’ve never had such a strong feeling about any suspect since my dad was shot.”


      “If he did it, Sam, we’ll get him.”


      She appreciated the fierce tone of his voice. She wasn’t the only one who desperately wanted to catch her father’s shooter. He had a police department full of friends who’d like five minutes alone with the person who’d condemned him to life in a wheelchair. “Thanks.”


      “Get some rest,” Malone said. “I’ll check on you later.”


      Sam heard the captain exchange greetings with Nick in the hallway and braced herself to deal with her furious fiancé.


      Nick came into the room and stopped short as he took a visual inventory of her and the blood-soaked coat on the chair next to her.


      Sam held out a hand to him. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”


      He stepped forward and wrapped his fingers around hers. “I heard it was a very close call.”


      “Nah, he missed by a mile.”


      “I’m not finding this funny.”


      Sam brought his hand to her lips. “I know, babe. I’m sorry.”


      “If there’s any upside, at least you’ll be out of work the rest of the week.”


      “But I still have stuff to do before—”


      “On the way over here I had to talk myself out of picking a big, fat fight with you the week of our wedding. But if you so much as think about going back to work, there’s gonna be a really big fight. You got me?”


      “I’ve said it before, and I’m sure I’ll say it again, but you’re extremely sexy when you’re pissed.”


      He took a deep, rattling breath and looked up at the ceiling, presumably to keep from throttling her.


      Sam smiled at his show of restraint. “I didn’t get all freaked out when Andy’s elbow gave you a black eye,” she said in a teasing tone, hoping to coax a grin out of him.


      The comment earned her another scowl. “Only you would compare a basketball injury to getting shot at.”


      “Love you,” she said, flashing her cheesiest grin.


      Rolling his eyes, he bent to kiss her. “If I have to swaddle you in bubble wrap to get you to that church in one piece, I’ll do it.”


      Sam reached up to comb her fingers through his hair. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Don’t worry.”


      “Right. Don’t worry. What do I have to worry about?”


      She urged him into another kiss. “Nothing at all. I promise.”


      


      “Gardner lawyered up,” Detective Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales informed Freddie when he arrived at HQ. “Won’t say a word.”


      “Figures. The guilty ones always lawyer up right away. Where is he?”


      “Back in holding until they arraign him in the morning.”


      “What about Simmons?”


      “He caught wind of what we wanted to talk to him about and produced travel documents that show he was in New Orleans visiting his family for the holidays when Skip was shot.”


      “Crap.”


      “How do we find out where Gardner was?”


      “We’re running his credit cards now, seeing what we can find out about his activity that week.”


      “Sam wants us to talk to the woman he raped. She refused to testify when it happened, but Sam thinks because she’s older now…” Freddie shrugged. “Worth a shot.”


      “Let’s go.”


      They found Leticia Nixon working at a daycare center in Washington Heights. Oblivious to their presence, she sang with animated hand gestures as she entertained a classroom full of three-year-olds. Laughing, she looked up and saw them watching her. The smile fled from her face, and the animated young woman transformed into a scared child right before their eyes.


      Freddie signaled to her, asking for a minute of her time.


      She turned her class over to the second teacher in the room and made her way to the back of the room. “What do you want?”


      “I’m Detective Cruz. This is Detective Gonzales. We wondered if we could speak to you outside.”


      She pushed through the double doors and led them through the foyer to the parking lot out front. “Is this about Gardner?”


      “How did you know?” Gonzo asked.


      Leticia shrugged. “No other reason cops would want to talk to me. What’d he do this time?”


      “He shot at me and my partner this morning,” Freddie said.


      “Doesn’t surprise me.”


      “We know he threatened you to keep you from testifying,” Gonzo said.


      Her eyes flashed with anger and then defeat. “You don’t know the half of what he did to me.”


      “We’ve got him, Leticia,” Freddie said. “He’ll do hard time for shooting at cops.”


      “So what do you want with me?”


      “This is your chance for justice. This is your chance to see him pay for what he did to you.”


      She bit her lip and shook her head. “I’ve got nothing to say.”


      “You’re willing to let him get away with it?” Freddie asked.


      She eyed him with disdain. “He’s gotten away with it for more than two years. He gets away with it every time I’m afraid to step foot out my front door and every time I refuse to go out with another guy for fear of it happening again. He won the second he took my virginity from me and filled my mind with violent images that are with me every second of every day.”


      “Let us help you,” Gonzo said.


      “Thank you, but I’m fine knowing he’s off the streets and behind bars. That’s enough for me.”


      “Did you ever hear him brag about shooting a cop?” Freddie asked.


      “Not that I can recall.”


      “You’re sure of that?”


      “I try not to think about that time in my life.”


      Freddie handed her his card. “The father of our lieutenant was left a quadriplegic in that shooting. If you remember anything that might help our investigation, please give me a call.”


      Taking the card, she said, “I need to get back to work.” She walked away and disappeared into the cheerful-looking building.


      “Well, that was unproductive,” Gonzo said.


      “You never know. She might come around.” Freddie checked his watch. “I have something I need to take care of. I’ll meet you back at HQ.”


      “Want me to drop you somewhere?”


      “Nah, I’ll take the Metro.”


      “See you back at the house.”


      Long after Gonzo drove off, Freddie stood there thinking over what Sam had said that morning. Getting shot at—again—had helped to bring things into perspective for him. Life was too short to spend it wishing for something he could have if he was willing to make some concessions. The thought of seeing Elin, of holding her and making love with her had him jogging for the nearest Metro station. If he got lucky, he’d catch her leaving the gym where she worked to take her lunch hour. She always went at two.


      On the train, he thought about what he might say to her and imagined how she might react. He had to play it cool. That much he knew for sure. If he professed his love, she’d run for the hills. No, he needed to start all over again with her and hope for a better outcome this time.


      He jogged up 16th Street just as she emerged from the gym wearing his favorite black yoga pants that showed off her amazing ass and a light blue down vest that offset her shockingly blue eyes. The wind caught her white-blonde hair, and she stopped to capture it into a ponytail. That’s when she saw him coming toward her.


      “What’re you doing here?” she asked, clearly taken aback by his presence.


      He put an arm around her waist and drew her in close to him.


      Her eyes widened, and her lips parted.


      “This is what I’m doing here.” He dipped his head and captured her mouth in a searing kiss that had him to firing on all cylinders. When her arms encircled his neck and her fingers combed into his hair, his legs went weak with relief. Having her back in his arms was the answer to his every prayer.


      Like a famished man who’d just found food, he feasted on her, his tongue dipping into her sweet softness. “Missed you,” he whispered when he had no choice but to come up for air. He trailed kisses from her jaw to her neck and nipped at the base of her throat.


      “I’ve missed you too.”


      He’d never seen her looking more vulnerable than she did at that moment, and that gave him hope. Framing her face with his hands, he kissed her again, softly this time. “Come to Sam’s wedding with me. We’ll figure out the rest. I promise.”


      Her hands found his chest under his coat, and he’d never wanted her more. Freddie had to remind himself they were standing on a public street and attracting more than a few curious stares.


      “Are you sure this is what you want?” He knew she meant a relationship his pious mother disapproved of.


      Leaning his forehead on hers, he said, “I’m not sure of anything except I can’t stop thinking about you.”


      Her hand slid from his chest to his belly, causing Freddie to suck in a sharp deep breath. She smiled up at him. “What time is the wedding?”


      “Four.”


      Elin went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “Pick me up at three-thirty.” She patted his cheek and left him standing on the street with his head spinning and his heart racing. She’d said yes. He wanted to dance a jig. She’d said yes!

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 9

    


    
      By the time Friday rolled around, Sam was out of her mind with boredom. She’d followed doctor’s orders and gotten plenty of rest over the last few days and other than a nagging throb from the healing cut, she felt much better. This concussion had been milder than the previous one, and she was itching to get back to work.


      Nick came bounding down the stairs looking awfully chipper for a guy who’d been out with his buddies until two in the morning for a bachelor party that supposedly didn’t include strippers.


      “Where are you going?” he asked.


      Sam put on her coat. “I have to go in for a few hours to tie up some loose ends before the trip.”


      “Get someone to do it for you.”


      “There is no one else.”


      “You’re not going in there. I already told you that.”


      “You can’t tell me what to do.”


      He reached for his phone, scrolled through his contacts and found the one he wanted.


      “Who are you calling?”


      Rather than reply, he gave her the stone-faced expression she’d seen far too much of over the last few days.


      “This is Nick Cappuano. Sam tells me she has to go into work today because there’s stuff she needs to get done before her vacation.” He paused to listen. “That’s what I thought. Very good, thank you. We’ll see you at the wedding.” Closing the phone, he gave her a smug smile. “No need to go in today.”


      “What the hell? Who was that?”


      “Captain Malone. He said to tell you they’ve got everything under control and to enjoy the day off.”


      “You have him programmed into your phone?”


      “I have to leave soon to get Scotty, and there’s something I want to do on the way. You can come with me.”


      Sam folded her arms and dug in for the fight that’d been brewing all week. They may as well get it over with before their rehearsal dinner. “I don’t want to go.” What she really wanted was to interview Darius Gardner to find out what he knew about her father’s shooting. Gonzo and Cruz hadn’t gotten anywhere with him. Sam wanted her chance.


      Nick put his arms around her and snuggled her into his embrace.


      As if they had a mind of their own, her hands found their way under his sweater. Even though he’d been driving her crazy with the hovering this week, she couldn’t wait for their wedding night. “I don’t like this high-handed, alpha-male side of you.”


      “I’m not too fond of it either.


      She poked his side. “I hate when I get all ready to have a big fight with you and then you say something that totally sucks the wind out of my sails.”


      Laughing, he kissed her. “I know I’m being a pain in your ass, and I know I can’t do this to you after we’re married unless it’s for something really important like your health or safety. It’s just that tomorrow is our wedding, and rather than spend today being anxious that something will happen to mess it all up, I’d much rather have you with me.”


      “You’re superstitious. I never would’ve guessed.”


      “What? I am not.”


      “Yes, you are.”


      “No, I’m not.”


      Sam laughed, loving that she’d flustered him. “Maybe just a little?”


      “Fine. Whatever. Come with me?”


      “On one condition.”


      “What condition?”


      “Tell me the truth—did Harry have strippers last night?”


      Nick laughed. “No comment.”


      “I’ll kill him.”


      “What’s your real condition?”


      “The minute we’re married, you’ll go back to normal. No more of this alpha beast business.”


      “What if this is normal for me?”


      Sam pulled back. “Then we have a problem.”


      Nick put his hands on her hips to keep her from getting away from him. “I’ll always worry about you. I’ll always wish I could do more to keep you safe.” He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “But I understand what you’re asking.”


      “So then back to normal after tomorrow?”


      He nodded. “If I have to.”


      “In that case,” she said, going up on tiptoes to kiss him, “I’ll go to Richmond with you.”


      


      Nick surprised her when he took the exit for Arlington National Cemetery.


      He glanced over at her. “I wanted to see John. I hope that’s okay.”


      She rested her hand on his leg. “Sure it is.”


      They drove along a winding road to a parking lot. They’d come to John’s interment three months ago, but it seemed much longer. Nick took her hand to walk up the hill to the O’Connor family plot, which now boasted a headstone with John’s name. Graham and Laine would one day be buried with their son.


      Nick squatted down and ran a hand over the white stone. “Looks good.”


      “Yes.”


      “Sometimes I still can’t believe it, you know?”


      Sam knelt next to him and leaned her head against his shoulder.


      “How can I get married tomorrow without him?”


      The pain she heard in his voice made her ache. “He’s always with you.”


      “Not the same.”


      “No, it isn’t.”


      “Sometimes I wonder how I’m supposed to get through the whole rest of my life without him. I feel like he’s going to show up one day and breeze into the office like he’s been on vacation and pick up where he left off. Maybe this whole thing was a bad dream.”


      Sam put an arm around him. “It hasn’t been all bad.”


      “Do you think we ever would’ve found each other again if he hadn’t been killed?”


      “I’d like to think so.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      “Might’ve taken a little longer, though.”


      “What would you say if I told you I’d been thinking about going to see Thomas?”


      Sam stared at him, wondering if she’d heard him right.


      “I know it’s hard to believe I want to see the person who killed my best friend. But I just keep thinking he’s John’s son, and what would I want him to do if the roles were reversed?”


      “You’d want him to see your boy. To see if he needed anything. To maybe understand why he’d done what he did.”


      As his eyes filled, Nick nodded.


      Sam squeezed his hand.


      “Maybe after we get back.” He wrapped his hand around hers and stood. “Thanks for coming with me.”


      “No problem.”


      “Let’s go get Scotty.” Nick took a long last look at his best friend’s grave and then turned to walk with her back to the car.


      


      Being with Scotty helped to put them in a festive mood. The boy was so excited to be included in the wedding that his excitement fueled hers.


      Freddie was waiting outside the house when they returned from Richmond. Sam introduced Scotty to Freddie and told Nick she’d join them inside in a minute.


      “What’s up?” she asked her partner.


      “We’ve done a thorough run on Gardner’s credit cards, bank statements and other receipts, and from what we can tell, he was in town on December 28, 2008.”


      A buzz of anticipation rippled through her. “Is that so?”


      Freddie nodded. “He’s not talking, though. Lawyered up big time.” Freddie named a prominent local defense attorney. “How do you want us to proceed?”


      Sam glanced at the warm light coming from her living room. “It seems I have other things I need to attend to in the next few days, so let’s put it on hold for now. Since Gardner isn’t going anywhere, I can have a go at him when I get back. In the meantime, if you and Gonzo want to dig into some of his known associates and see what you can find out, that would help.”


      “Will do, boss.” He looked down at the sidewalk and then at her, seeming chagrinned. “So I um talked to Elin. She’s coming tomorrow.”


      “Good for you.”


      “Thanks for giving me the push I needed.”


      “Any time. I’ll see you tomorrow?”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Sam started up the ramp leading to her front door.


      “Hey, Sam.”


      She turned back to him. “Yeah?”


      “Enjoy every minute. You deserve to be happy.”


      Smiling, she said, “I will. Thanks.” Inside, she followed the sound of voices to the study where Scotty was dancing around in front of a wrapped package.


      “There you are,” he said. “Nick said I couldn’t open it until you were here.”


      Sam glanced at her fiancé. “Is that so?”


      “Well, the gift is from both of us to thank him for being in our wedding.”


      That was news to her.


      Nick smiled at her. “Go ahead and open it, buddy,” he said.


      Scotty tore the paper off the package and let out a shriek over the game system he found inside. “Oh wow!” he said. “This is awesome!”


      “There’re some games in there too. I wasn’t sure which ones you’d like, so we can take them back if you’d rather have others.”


      Scotty dug out baseball and hockey games, and Sam could tell from the boy’s expression that Nick had gotten it just right—as always.


      “This is so cool,” Scotty said, hugging Nick. “Thanks, Nick.”


      “You’re welcome. I figured it would be fun to have it here when you visit.”


      “Stay there for a second,” Sam said. “I have something for you too.” Her heart raced with excitement as she went upstairs to retrieve the gift she’d moved heaven and earth to acquire for them. She returned to the study a few minutes later. They were busy setting up the new game system, and Sam took a moment to watch the two of them, dark heads bent together in concentration as they kept up a steady stream of chatter. “Ready for another present?”


      Scotty jumped up, his eyes dancing with excitement. “This is better than Christmas!”


      Sam held out the envelope to him.


      Nick stood and looked over Scotty’s shoulder as he opened it.


      The boy let out a gasp and his face went flat with shock when he realized what it was. “No way. Oh my God. Oh my God!” He hurled himself into Sam’s arms, and as she held him close to her, she was caught off guard by a surge of love for the boy who might one day be theirs.


      “What’ve you got?” Nick asked.


      When he turned to Nick, Sam noticed tears on the boy’s face.


      “Red Sox tickets!” Scotty said. “Fenway Park.”


      “Opening Day,” Sam added. “Against the Yankees—and Green Monster seats.”


      “Wow, Sam.” Nick took a closer look at the tickets. “How’d you pull that off?”


      “I’ll never tell,” she said, thrilled by their reaction.


      “This is the best day of my whole life,” Scotty said, hugging Sam again. “Thank you so much.” Looking up at Nick, he said, “How will we get there?”


      Nick ruffled the boy’s hair. “I suppose we’ll fly.”


      “I’ve never been on a plane before.”


      “First time for everything,” Nick said, leaning over Scotty to kiss Sam. “Thank you.”


      “I racked my brain trying to think of something to get you for a wedding present—”


      “Nothing I’d rather have.”


      “That’s what I figured.”


      “Speaking of gifts,” Nick said. “Stay put.” He went to his desk, retrieved a small blue box from the top drawer and brought it to her.


      Sam’s eyes widened when she saw the distinctive Tiffany box.


      “I asked your sisters for dibs on the something new,” Nick said.


      “Open it, Sam,” Scotty said.


      Her hands trembled with excitement as she opened the box to reveal a diamond-encrusted key on a white-gold chain. “Oh, it’s beautiful! I love it.”


      Nick took the box from her and removed the necklace. Gathering her hair and shifting it out of his way, he fastened the clasp and then kissed her neck. “Let me see.”


      Sam turned to him.


      “Perfect,” he said, his eyes warm with love and desire.


      “You know,” Scotty said gravely, “that’s the key to his heart.”


      Smiling at the boy, she reached up to touch the key. “I promise to take very good care of it.”


      “Good,” Scotty said. “Now let’s play some baseball!”


      Nick stole a quick kiss from Sam, and went to play ball with his buddy.


      


      Nick’s father, Leo, had insisted on hosting the rehearsal dinner at Trattoria Alberto, an Italian restaurant on Capitol Hill. After a rehearsal at the church that Shelby had likened to “herding cats” thanks to the antics of Sam’s two young nephews and Nick’s four-year-old twin half brothers, Sam was ready for a big glass of wine. It’d been her idea to include all the kids, and she didn’t regret it, but she sure hoped the four boys could find their way down the aisle tomorrow without making a huge scene.


      “Thank God for Scotty,” Nick said, reading her mind as he signaled the waiter for drinks.


      “No kidding,” Sam said. “He was the master cat herder.”


      Nick leaned in to kiss her forehead. “From this point on, whatever happens happens. No worries, okay?”


      Sam clinked her glass against his. “You got it.” After all, what did she care if the kids made a scene? She’d still be married to Nick by this time tomorrow, and she didn’t give a rat’s ass if the whole thing was a freaking spectacle. Her phone vibrating in her purse interrupted her musings. Sam withdrew it and viewed a text from Freddie: Thought you’d want to know Leticia Nixon came in and made a statement. We’ve got him this time.


      “Yes,” Sam said, relieved to know Gardner would be locked up for years to come.


      Nick took the phone from her and powered it down.


      “Hey!”


      He put the phone in her purse and reached for her hands, bringing them to his lips. “I want ten days, Samantha. Ten days when I don’t have to share you with your job. Is that too much to ask?”


      “No,” Sam said softly.


      He wrapped his arms around her.


      Sam snuggled into him, breathing him in. Right in that moment, she decided to put aside her quest to find her father’s shooter for the next ten days. She vowed to enjoy every minute of the time alone with him that she’d craved for months.


      As if he sensed her capitulation, Nick tightened his hold on her.


      A throat clearing behind them interrupted the moment.


      Sam pulled back from Nick and turned to find her sister Tracy waiting for them.


      “Ready to eat?” she asked.


      Looking down at Sam, Nick said, “We’re ready.” He put his hand on Sam’s back and followed her into dinner.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 10

    


    
      Nick’s dad Leo stood and shushed the boisterous group made up of Sam’s sisters and their families, her dad and Celia, Leo’s young wife Stacy, Nick’s adopted parents Graham and Laine O’Connor, Dr. Harry and his girlfriend Maggie, Nick’s lawyer friend Andy and his wife, and a separate table full of kids. Even Sam’s sulky niece Brooke seemed to be having fun.


      “I want to thank you all for being here tonight,” Leo said. His shy smile tugged at Sam, who knew how he and Nick had struggled over the years to maintain a cordial relationship. “I also want to thank Nicky and Sam for including the boys in the wedding party. In case you hadn’t noticed, they’re a little excited.”


      Sam glanced at Nick and saw amusement and affection in his expression as he waited to hear what his father had to say. They’d both had complicated relationships with their mothers, so she was grateful their fathers could be with them this weekend.


      “Nicky, I was never much of a father to you, but I couldn’t be more proud of the man you grew up to be. A United States senator of all things.”


      Nick’s friends led a rousting round of applause that clearly embarrassed him.


      “And in Sam,” Leo continued, “you’ve found the perfect mate and partner. I have no doubt you’ll be very happy together.” He raised his glass. “To Sam and Nick.”


      While the others were busy toasting, Nick took the opportunity to steal a kiss from Sam.


      “Skip,” Leo said, gesturing to Sam’s dad. “Your turn.”


      “Thank you, Leo—and Stacy—for hosting us tonight.” Skip shifted his gaze to Sam. “After I was shot, I had some dark days when I found out I’d be in this chair the rest of my life. For a while there, I wondered if it would be easier on everyone—hell, easier on me—to just give up.”


      Sam stared at him. She’d never heard him say such things in the two years since the shooting.


      Under the table, Nick reached for her hand.


      “My girls Tracy and Angela have been happily settled for quite some time, but Sam… She was so unhappy before. If anything kept me going, it was knowing I had to hang around long enough to see her find happiness too. As soon as I met Nick, I knew he was the one for my little girl. Seeing the two of you together, watching you fall hard for each other—that was definitely worth sticking around for. I wish you many, many years of wedded bliss.”


      Sam’s sisters and stepmother wiped up tears as Sam raised her glass to her father. “Thank you,” she whispered, blinking back tears of her own.


      He winked and the half of his face that wasn’t paralyzed lifted into a smile.


      When the party broke up a short time later, Angela and Tracy shanghaied Sam.


      “Say goodnight,” Tracy said, trying to tug Sam away from Nick.


      She clung to him. “Don’t let them take me.”


      Nick laughed and kissed her. “You can survive one night without me.”


      She looked up at him, not wanting to be parted from him for even a few hours. “I’m not sure I can.”


      He tugged her close to him and kissed her passionately right in front of her sisters. For once, Sam didn’t mind the public display of affection. “One more night,” he whispered against her lips, “and then we get forever.”


      Sam buried her fingers in his hair and brought him back for a final kiss intended to make sure he thought of nothing but her until they saw each other again.


      “Save it for the honeymoon,” Tracy said, taking Sam’s arm and leading her away from Nick.


      “See you at the church,” she said.


      “Don’t be late.”


      “Not this time.”


      Sam let Angela and Tracy lead her to Tracy’s car. They were spending the night together at Skip and Celia’s where they’d get dressed tomorrow.


      Harry, Andy and Scotty were in charge of getting Nick home and delivering him to the church tomorrow. Graham, Nick’s best man, was spending the night with his wife at the Hay-Adams.


      “Gonna be one hell of a wedding night,” Angela teased when they were in the car.


      Sam couldn’t wait.


      


      After being manicured and pedicured, and after suffering through a facial and a massage her sisters had thoughtfully arranged, Sam was buzzing with energy when she should’ve been sleeping. The digital clock read just after two. Sam sighed. Just what she needed the night before her wedding.


      She wondered if Nick was faring any better. Maybe she should sneak over there and check on him.


      Sam sat up slowly, not wanting to disturb Angela who was pregnant or Tracy who was asleep on a blow-up mattress on the floor. Reaching for the zip-up sweatshirt she’d left at the foot of the bed, Sam put it on and slid her feet into Tracy’s plush slippers.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” Tracy whispered.


      Startled, Sam said, “Downstairs to get some water.”


      “You’re such a liar.”


      “What’re you talking about?”


      “You’re going to see him.”


      “I am not!”


      “Liar.”


      “Be quiet before you wake up Ang.”


      “Too late,” Angela muttered.


      “She’s going to see Nick,” Tracy said, sounding scandalized.


      “I am not! I just want something to drink. Sheesh, Trace, when did you become such an ass pain?”


      “Right around the time Brooke became a teenager.”


      Angela snickered at that. “Leave her alone, Tracy. If she wants to see him, let her go.”


      “It’s bad luck to see him before the wedding,” Tracy reminded her.


      “Since we’ve been together, we’ve been nearly blown up, shot at, had a few concussions between us, survived a rollover, had broken bones, stitches and staples.” She reached up to touch the healing wound in her scalp. “We’ve used up our share of bad mojo.”


      “When you put it that way,” Tracy said, gesturing for the door.


      “Thanks, Mom. Get some sleep, ladies.”


      “Don’t be late for the hair appointment,” Tracy said. “She’ll be here at eleven.”


      “Got it. Sleep tight.”


      “Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Angela added.


      Sam laughed and closed the bedroom door behind her. Feeling like a teenager sneaking out of her parents’ house in the middle of the night, she crept down the stairs, found her keys and headed out the door. She was halfway to their place when a shadow emerged from the darkness. All at once, Sam remembered why she never stepped foot out the door without her weapon. Figures the one time she did…


      “Going somewhere?”


      Shit. “What’re you doing here, Peter?” At the sight of her ex-husband, her heart beat fast and her breath came out in white, puffy clouds in the cold. She began to shiver.


      “I want to talk to you.”


      “I have nothing to say to you.”


      “I have something to say to you, and it’s high time you listened to me.”


      “Get out of here before I have your ass thrown back in jail for violating the no-contact order.”


      She started to push past him, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her tight against him.


      “Let go of me, or I swear to God I’ll cripple you.”


      He pushed something hard against her ribs. “Don’t make any fast moves, sweetheart, or your family will be attending a funeral rather than a wedding.”


      Sam cursed herself for being so stupid as to go out unarmed. She glanced up at the second floor of their house where Nick was hopefully sleeping, unaware that she was in grave danger on the eve of their wedding. “What do you want?” she asked through gritted teeth.


      “That’s more like it.” His lips brushed against her hair, and it was all Sam could do not to cringe. “You’re making a big mistake marrying that guy.”


      “Is that so?”


      “He doesn’t love you the way you deserve to be loved—the way I love you.”


      Sam swallowed hard. “Peter, please. Let me go and get out of here before someone sees you and carts you back to jail.”


      “There’s nowhere they can take me that’s worse than living without you.”


      Sam swallowed hard. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”


      “Are you really?”


      “Of course I am. I never wanted you to be unhappy.”


      “Then why did you leave me?”


      Sam wanted to shove her elbow into his gut but the press of metal against her ribs kept her still. “I want you to let me go now. You need to find someone who loves you the way you deserve to be loved—”


      “I don’t want anyone else,” he growled in her ear tightening his hold on her to the point of pain. “What about that don’t you get?”


      The click of a gun engaging sounded next to them.


      “Let her go, and step back.”


      “Who the hell are you?” Peter asked.


      “Doesn’t matter who I am. You need to let her go right now unless you want me to make road kill out of you.”


      Out of the corner of her eye, Sam saw the lights go on in their place as she tried unsuccessfully to place the voice of her rescuer.


      “This is not over,” Peter whispered in her ear. “It’ll never be over.”


      He let her go so abruptly that Sam stumbled for a second before regaining her footing.


      She turned to find her savior holding a gun to Peter as a police cruiser rounded the corner, lights flashing. “Who the hell are you?” she asked the dark-haired man with muscles that were evident through his coat.


      Nick emerged from their house and ran down the ramp to her. “Thank God you’re all right.”


      “You want to explain to me how you knew about this and who that is hauling my ex-husband off to jail?”


      Nick had his eyes glued on the hand-off of Peter to the police officers. “I hired him to keep an eye on Gibson.”


      “You hired someone to watch him?”


      “You bet your ass I did.” Nick looked down at her, his eyes fierce and furious. “I knew he’d come after you again. It was just a matter of time, and no way was I going to sit back and let that happen.”


      “Nick—”


      He rested a finger on her lips. “We’re not fighting about this now—not the night before our wedding. We can fight about it later, but not now.”


      “I was just going to say thanks.”


      “Really? You were?”


      He looked so surprised and so adorable that she laughed. “I like to think I can take care of myself, but I have a feeling that wasn’t going to end well.”


      He held her so tightly that Sam felt the shudder that rippled through his big frame. “What the hell were you doing out here anyway?”


      “Coming to see you.”


      Pulling back, he smiled down at her. “Is that so?”


      “Uh huh.”


      “Um, excuse me, Lieutenant Holland,” one of the officers said. “I understand you have a protective order in place against Mr. Gibson.”


      Without taking her eyes off Nick, she said, “That’s right. He’s supposed to stay at least a thousand feet from me and every member of my family.” She glanced at the officer. “Was he armed?”


      The officer nodded. “Nine millimeter.”


      Sam released a shaky breath. “Transport him to HQ, and if you could see to it that they delay the arraignment for about forty-eight hours, I’d be indebted to you.” She had no doubt Peter would post bail, but she and Nick would be long gone by then.


      “I’ll do what I can.”


      “Get Captain Malone involved. He’ll take care of it.”


      “Got it. Um, congratulations to you both.”


      “Thank you,” Sam said.


      Nick’s guy approached them. “Sorry he got close enough to get his hands on you, ma’am. I figured you’d want me to wait until he did something to get himself arrested. I had just called it in when you came out, and things happened pretty quickly.”


      “Thanks for the backup,” Sam said.


      Nick shook his hand. “Take the week off. We’ll be back next Sunday.”


      “Yes sir, Senator. Enjoy your wedding.”


      “We will. Thank you.” Nick put his arm around Sam and guided her up the ramp to their home. The minute they were inside, he pulled her into his arms and held on tight. “This could only happen to us,” he said after a long moment of silence. “Only we could have this kind of drama the night before our wedding.”


      “At least we’re never bored.”


      Grunting out a short laugh, he pressed his lips to her forehead. “There is that. So what did he say to you?”


      Sam wanted to forget the entire incident. If she never saw that son of a bitch again, it would be too soon. His last words would haunt her. This will never be over. She shuddered. “Doesn’t matter.”


      “Matters to me.”


      Reluctantly, Sam looked up at him. “He said I’m making a mistake marrying you. That you’ll never love me the way he does.”


      “Thank God for that.”


      Sam didn’t expect to laugh just then, but leave it to Nick.


      “Let’s go to bed,” he said. At the top of the stairs he held up a finger to tell her to wait a second while he looked in on Scotty. “Slept through the whole thing,” Nick whispered when he rejoined her.


      “Lock the door,” Sam said. “Just in case.”


      “Good idea.” Nick turned the lock on the door before he unzipped her sweatshirt and helped her out of the pajamas she’d worn to sleep with her sisters. After he stripped off the T-shirt and gym shorts he’d probably pulled on after his guy called about the altercation in the street he followed her into bed.


      Sam snuggled in close to him and released a long sigh. Nothing was better than this.


      With his hand cupping her face, he kissed her.


      She wound her arms around his neck and gave into the wave of desire that overtook her.


      His kiss was urgent and ravenous. After a long while, he broke the kiss and shifted his attention to her neck. “Why do people keep trying to take you away from me?”


      His softly spoken words went straight to her heart. “It’ll take much more than a lunatic with a nine millimeter to take me away from you.”


      He cupped her breast and teased her nipple with his tongue. “I was expecting you to be pissed that I had a guy watching him.”


      “I probably should be, but since he saved my ass tonight, I’ll give you a pass on this one.”


      Nick sucked her nipple into his mouth, and Sam cried out.


      “Shhh,” he said. “Don’t forget we’ve got company.”


      “If I have to be quiet, don’t do that.”


      He chuckled softly, and gave her other breast the same attention.


      Sam bit her lip to hold back the urge to cry out. He knew exactly what she liked best and never failed to give it to her. Running her fingers through his silky dark hair, she arched into him, begging for more. “I thought we were going to wait,” she said, breathless with wanting him.


      “It is our wedding day,” he reminded her, nodding to the bedside clock.


      “We’ll be a couple of wrecks at the wedding.”


      “No, we won’t,” he said, kissing his way to her lips. “We’re young and hardy, and we’ve survived sleepless nights before.”


      “True.” Sam wrapped her legs around his hips and urged him into another carnal kiss. “I’ve missed this.”


      “Mmm. Me, too. So much.”


      “We’re getting married today.”


      He smiled down at her. “So I’ve heard. Are you ready?”


      “Never been more ready for anything. You?”


      “Same.” He kissed her again and entered her slowly, releasing a deep sigh of completion. “In case I forget to tell you later,” he said, peppering his words with kisses, “you’re the single best thing to ever happen to me, and I can’t imagine how I managed to live without you for all those years after we first met.”


      She ran her hands down his back. “Ditto.” Closing her eyes, she rode the wave of love and passion and desire that only he could inspire in her.


      “Damn,” he muttered, “this is going to be fast.”


      Sam laughed and urged him on. “We have all week for slow.”


      His lips found the curve of her neck, and he tightened his arms around her. “Love you, babe. Love you so much.”


      “Love you too.” As he drove them to an explosive finish, Sam had no doubt at all that she was marrying the exact perfect guy for her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 11

    


    
      The wedding day preparations passed in a blur of hair and makeup and flowers and children. Sam waited all day for the crash that usually followed a sleepless night, but it never happened. She figured she was running on an extra dose of wedding adrenaline with a sex-induced high thrown in for good measure.


      Standing before a full-length mirror in the dress that had been made just for her, Sam had to give Tinker Bell credit. It was pretty safe to say that she’d never looked better in her life. She raised her long skirt and took another admiring look at the fabulous Jimmy Choos with the sparkling buckle and let out a giddy squeal of delight.


      As promised, her makeup was subtle, yet effective. The scar at her hairline was nowhere in sight. Her hair was swept into a sleek, sophisticated style with an orchid strategically placed above her right ear.


      Her entire family was abuzz about the altercation with Peter. Sam was relieved that he was locked up and couldn’t do anything to disrupt her wedding day. The incident with him had been a small price to pay for that peace of mind.


      Remembering the passionate night she’d spent with Nick, she reached up to touch the diamond key he had given her. After everything with Peter and in the wake of their rancorous divorce, she’d never imagined getting married again. That is until she reconnected with Nick after John O’Connor’s murder. Once they were back together, the idea of being remarried had stopped seeming so preposterous. Now she couldn’t wait to be his wife, and to take, as he’d said in his proposal, the journey of a lifetime together.


      She slid the sparkling engagement ring off her finger and transferred it—temporarily—to her right hand to make room for the wedding band he would soon place on her left hand.


      Dressed in dark purple tea-length bridesmaid dresses, Tracy and Angela stepped into the room.


      “Wow, Sam,” Tracy said with a sigh. “You’re stunning.”


      “Seriously,” Angela added.


      “Thanks, guys, you look gorgeous too. Is everyone ready to go?”


      “Dad and Celia already left with the kids,” Angela said, “but we needed a moment alone with the bride.


      Tracy handed Sam a jeweler’s box. “Since Nick took care of your something new, here’s your something old.”


      “Grandma’s diamond earrings! But she gave them to you.”


      “Which is why they’re also your something borrowed,” Tracy said with a pointed look.


      Sam laughed as she put them on. “Gotcha.”


      Angela handed Sam a fancy lace garter with blue satin ribbon threaded throughout. “And your something blue.”


      “Was this yours?” she asked Angela.


      “It was originally Mom’s,” Tracy said. “Angela and I both used it our weddings.”


      “But you didn’t give it to me last time?” Sam said, fingering the lace.


      “We had a feeling that was your starter marriage.” Tracy rested her hands on Sam’s bare shoulders and went up on tiptoes to kiss her sister’s cheek. “This one is for keeps.”


      “Yes, it certainly is,” Sam said softly as her eyes flooded with tears. She frantically blinked them back. “Stop the schmoopy stuff before I have mascara running down my face!”


      Tracy smiled and stepped back.


      Angela leaned in to kiss Sam’s other cheek. “We love you. We love him. And we’re so very, very happy for you.”


      “Okay, now you really have to stop it,” Sam said, waving her hands in front of her face.


      Angela laughed and handed Sam a tissue.


      “The limo is downstairs when you’re ready,” Tracy said. “We can put the garter on in the car.”


      “As long as we’re being schmoopy,” Sam said, willing the tears away, “thank you both for seeing me through some rough times. I doubt I’d be standing here in one piece if it wasn’t for you guys, and I love you both. Very much.”


      “Aw, Sam,” Angela said, dabbing at her eyes. “Now you’ve got me going too. Not that it takes much these days.”


      “Let’s get you to the church before we descend all the way to maudlin,” Tracy said, her eyes bright with tears too.


      


      Sam stepped out her father’s front door to a warm spring day and a crowd gathered on Ninth Street to watch the proceedings. Police cruisers with lights flashing were positioned in front of and behind the black limo.


      “What’s with the cops?” she asked Shelby.


      “Apparently, Chief Farnsworth ordered an escort for you.”


      Sam smiled. “That’s sweet of him.” The flash of a camera interrupted the moment, and Sam looked over to find several of the roving pack of photographers who’d dedicated themselves to documenting her and Nick’s every move over the last few months. While her first inclination was to scowl at them the way she normally did, this time she smiled radiantly, refusing to let them ruin her mood.


      Shelby shepherded Sam and her sisters smoothly into the limo. As they proceeded through the city to the church at 16th and H Streets, Sam marveled at the people who’d come out apparently hoping for a glimpse of her. That, more than anything else that’d happened in the last few months, told her how popular they’d become in the city. As someone who preferred life well below the radar, it certainly was a jarring realization.


      The closer they got to the church, the bigger the crowd seemed to get.


      “Damn,” Tracy said. “Look at all the people!”


      “I wonder if William and Kate will get this big of a crowd for the royal wedding,” Angela said.


      “Shut up,” Sam muttered. “I’m not a princess, and this is just another wedding.”


      “Whatever you say, Your Highness,” Ang joked.


      From the front seat, Shelby turned to them. “Don’t worry, Sam. We’ve got security all around the church.”


      “What if Nick and my dad can’t get in?”


      “They’re already there,” Shelby assured her with a comforting smile.


      Sam was once again grateful for her presence. At first she had balked at the cost of a wedding planner, but she couldn’t imagine how they would’ve pulled this off without her.


      Sam’s stomach, which had been on remarkably good behavior lately, took a nosedive as she experienced the day’s first flutter of nerves.


      Tracy reached over to pat Sam’s arm. “It’s all good. It’s just you and Nick and a few thousand of your closest friends.”


      Sam laughed, which helped with the butterflies.


      They managed to get her inside St. John’s with a minimal amount of fuss, which Sam appreciated. She was escorted to a holding room at the back of the church where her father waited for her.


      “There you are,” he said. “Quite a madhouse out there, huh?”


      Sam bent to kiss his cheek. “My future husband is too popular for his own good.”


      “I think his future wife is just as popular. She’s certainly beautiful today.”


      She squeezed his right hand. “Thank you.”


      Tracy and Angela came in a minute later looking frazzled.


      “What’s the matter?” Sam asked.


      “Small problem,” Angela said. “Leo just let us know that Nick’s mother is here.”


      Sam gasped. “No. She can’t be! She wasn’t invited!”


      “That doesn’t seem to have stopped her,” Tracy said.


      Sam’s mind churned as she pondered the implications. She turned to Shelby. “Please go get Graham and Harry. And Leo Cappuano. Hurry.”


      “What do I tell them?”


      “Make something up. Some sort of wedding duty you need them for, but don’t let Nick know there’s something going on.”


      “I’m on it.” Shelby scurried from the room.


      “I’m sorry, Sam,” Angela said. “I hate to see anything ruin this day for either of you.”


      “Nothing will ruin this day. Not if I have anything to say about it.” All she could think about was how badly Nick had wanted this one perfect day to celebrate their love and begin their life together. No way would she let his witch of a mother ruin it for him.


      “As much as I want to see this, the kids are getting restless,” Tracy said. “We’ll wait for you outside.”


      As her sisters stepped out, the men came in with Shelby.


      “Sam,” Graham said. “You look positively gorgeous.”


      “Radiant,” Harry added.


      “Beautiful,” Leo said.


      “Thank you,” Sam said, embarrassed by the praise. “We have a problem.” She explained about Nick’s mother crashing the wedding and watched their smiles fade. Leo looked down at the floor, his face unreadable. “We have to keep her away from Nick. Whatever you have to do, no matter how rude you have to be, keep her away from him.”


      “Don’t worry,” Graham assured her. “We’ll take care of it.”


      Sam focused on Harry. “It’s very important that she not get anywhere near him. You understand why.”


      Harry nodded somberly. “It won’t happen. I’ll personally make sure of it.”


      Sam turned to Shelby. “Do you have a copy of the invitation?”


      “Of course.” Ever efficient, Shelby crossed the room to her pink leather briefcase and produced the green and lavender invitation Sam had loved on first sight. “Here you go.”


      “Thanks. Will you please go get Nick’s mother? I’d like a word with her.”


      “Sam,” Skip said. “Are you sure about that?”


      Ignoring the concern coming from the other men, she nodded. “Go ahead, Shelby.”


      “I’ll point her out to you,” Leo said, following Shelby.


      While she waited, Sam vibrated with tension. She deeply resented Nick’s mother intruding—uninvited—on their special day. But she would take care of it and get on with the wedding with him none the wiser.


      Shelby and Leo returned a minute later with a beautifully dressed woman who, as Nick had once said, resembled Sofia Loren. As she came closer, however, Sam saw the hard edges lurking beneath the shiny surface. This woman had nothing on Loren. Nick’s parents were just fifteen years older than him, and while Leo remained youthful, Nicoletta appeared worn. She cast a hateful glance at Leo, who looked away from her as if he couldn’t stand the sight of her. Sam could relate to that.


      “It’s so nice to finally meet you,” Nicoletta said, extending her hand to Sam.


      Sam ignored the proffered hand and held up the invitation. “Did you receive one of these?”


      “I did not, but I figured it had to be a mistake. How could I not be invited to my own son’s wedding?”


      “You were not invited,” Sam said, “because neither of us wants you here.”


      Nicoletta’s face turned bright red. “How dare you speak to me like that minutes before you marry my son?”


      “You’ve done nothing but hurt and disappoint him his entire life. You will not do that today. I won’t allow it. You may sit quietly in the back of the church for the service, after which you will leave—quietly—or security will have you removed. From now on, you will stay far, far away from him or you’ll deal with me. Do I make myself clear?”


      Nicoletta glared at her. “My son is marrying a bitch!”


      “Hey now,” Skip growled. “Watch yourself, or you won’t be watching a wedding.”


      Nicoletta appealed to Leo. “You have nothing to say about this, you spineless excuse for a man?”


      Leo shook his head. “I don’t want you here any more than they do.”


      “I’m about to change my mind and have you removed before the wedding,” Sam said, glowering at her. “What’s it going to be?”


      “I’d like to see my son.”


      “That’s not going to happen.”


      “You can’t decide that for him!”


      Sam smirked. After what this woman had put Nick through, Sam was rather enjoying this. “You don’t think so?”


      With Harry, Graham, Leo and her father united as one behind her, Sam stared down the older woman. “You have one minute to decide because I have no intention of keeping my fiancé waiting. He’s waited long enough for a family of his own.”


      She often used the same time limit with perps when giving them the choice between cooperating with an investigation or going straight to jail. This woman had emotionally abused Nick his entire life. Her crimes were nearly as egregious as those of the criminals Sam dealt with.


      “Fine,” Nicoletta huffed. “You may think you’ve won this round, but you haven’t seen the last of me.”


      “Yes, I have. And believe me, you don’t want to try me on that.”


      “God help my poor son,” Nicoletta said as she turned and stalked from the room. “He’ll need all the help he can get married to a shrew.”


      Sam let her have the parting shot. She’d made her point.


      “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that today of all days, Sam,” Shelby said, clearly undone by the whole thing.


      “I’m not sorry, so don’t you be either. It would’ve happened eventually.” Sam turned to Harry. “Go on back to Nick, and please keep her the hell away from him.”


      “I will, Sam. I promise.”


      “Graham,” Sam said when he started to follow Harry. “What I said about Nick having a family of his own…”


      “I understand, honey. We did our best to fill the void, but there’s no substitute for the real thing.”


      “He loves you all very much.”


      “And we know that. We love him just as much.”


      Sam nodded, and Graham left so he could be with Nick.


      “I probably shouldn’t be here either,” Leo said morosely. “I didn’t do much better by him than she did.”


      “You’ve never shaken him down for money or refused to introduce him as your son,” Sam said.


      Leo stared at her, agog. “She did not.”


      “She called him a month or so ago. She’d fallen down some stairs and was in the hospital. He went to her and came home twenty-five thousand dollars poorer. The last time she got married, she refused to introduce him as her son because she didn’t want the guy she was marrying to think she was lying about her age.”


      “Bitch,” Leo said. Sam was surprised by his tone. She’d never seen Leo angry before.


      Sam extended her hand to him.


      Hesitantly, he took it.


      “You’ve made an effort to right some of the wrongs. You and Stacy have made him part of your family. You’ve never asked him for anything other than his time and his forgiveness. You have every right to be here.”


      “Thank you, Sam.” He embraced her carefully. “For what it’s worth, I think my son is a very lucky man.”


      “It’s worth an awful lot coming from you.”


      “I’ll see you out there.”


      “I’ll be right along.” When they were alone, Sam turned to her father. “Well, nothing like a little drama to keep things interesting.”


      “I’m so proud of you, baby girl. I sure wish Nick could’ve seen that.”


      “I was just doing for him what he’d do for me.”


      “What was it exactly that you asked of Harry?”


      “When Nick was a kid, she’d promise to come visit and then never show up. He’d wait all day for her only to be disappointed. Then when she would come, he’d be able to smell her perfume on his skin for days afterward. He’d refuse to take a bath until his grandmother made him. To this day, the smell of her perfume sends him off a cliff. It just happened the last time he saw her. Takes him a while to get past it, which is the last thing either of us needs today.”


      “And Harry knows this?”


      Sam nodded. “Nick told him once in a weak moment. He cued me in after Nick saw her in Cleveland. Harry won’t let her get close enough to do that to him again.”


      “It’s amazing Nick came through it all as well as he did.”


      “Isn’t it?” Sam glanced at the clock on the wall. Five minutes to four. Feeling euphoric and victorious and ready to marry the love of her life, Sam looked down at her dad. “Well, my friend, you and I have a wedding to get to.”


      “After you, my love.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 12

    


    
      As the soloist Shelby had hired sang “At Last,” Sam stood next to her dad’s chair in the back of the church and watched Nick’s brothers, her nephews, nieces and sisters precede her down the aisle. She had yet to allow herself to look at Nick for fear she’d lose her cool if she caught his eye before she was ready.


      “I like the song,” her dad said gruffly. “Perfect.”


      “I thought so too. I’m glad you approve.” Sam bent at the waist to look him in the eye. “And I’m glad you stuck around so you could give me away today, but don’t get any ideas about punching out now that all your girls are happily married.”


      The right side of his face lifted into a smile. “As it happens, I am too.” His Valentine’s Day wedding to his faithful nurse Celia had given them all something to celebrate. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got plenty to live for, and I know it.”


      Shelby approached them. “Ready?” She handed Sam her bouquet of dark purple orchids.


      “Thank you, Shelby. For everything. I truly couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”


      “My pleasure. You have a very handsome senator waiting anxiously for you.” Shelby gestured to the doorway. “Whenever you’re ready.”


      Sam placed her hand on her dad’s shoulder. “I’m with you, Skippy.”


      “Let’s go then.”


      When they moved into the doorway, Sam took a deep breath and finally dared to look at Nick. Her throat closed at the sight of him. Tall, handsome and sinfully sexy in a sharp black tuxedo that emphasized his broad shoulders and muscular build. The orchid on his lapel matched her bouquet. Despite the sleepless night, he appeared happy and relaxed and maybe just a tad bit nervous. In fact, he looked so good standing with Graham, Harry, Andy and Scotty that Sam deduced he had no idea his mother was in attendance.


      And there was no chance of him noticing now because he never took his eyes off her as she moved with her father down the aisle.


      


      Nick told himself to keep breathing. Just a dress. Right. He’d never seen her looking more beautiful. That wasn’t even a good enough word. Breathtaking was more like it. And happy. Her pale blue eyes were bright with excitement, and she positively glowed as she and Skip came toward him. Everyone else in the crowded church faded away, and there was only her.


      When they reached the front, Nick stepped forward to squeeze Skip’s right hand.


      “Take good care of her,” Skip said so softly that only Nick could hear him.


      “Always,” Nick said.


      Sam bent to kiss her father’s cheek. “Love you.”


      “Love you too, baby girl. Go be happy now.”


      Celia stood to help Skip get his chair settled next to the front row. Across the aisle, the kids in the wedding party sat with Nick’s father, his stepmother Stacy and Laine O’Connor.


      Nick held out his hand to Sam, feasting his eyes on his stunning bride. “That’s the best you could do?”


      She threw her head back and laughed, and it was all he could do to resist the urge to lean in and kiss the spot on her neck that drove her wild. Instead, he tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and escorted her to the altar.


      Nick tried to pay attention to the ceremony, but truthfully, he wanted it over with. When he thought about the crazy, wild ride they’d taken to get to this day, he just wanted to hear the words “husband and wife.” He tuned back into the proceedings to hear Celia read the passage from the Book of Ruth that he’d chosen. “Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.”


      Angela read from the Book of the Corinthians. “Love bears all things, believes all things, endures all things, hopes all things. Love never ends.”


      He and Sam lit candles, and the pastor spoke to them about love and fidelity and the importance of working every day to make their marriage successful. The pastor led them through the recitation of the traditional vows to love, honor and cherish each other that they’d wanted included in the ceremony.


      Finally, he had them turn to each other and join hands.


      Sam passed her bouquet to Tracy and reached for his hands, linking their fingers.


      The pastor gestured to him. “Nick?”


      He squeezed her hands and tried to forget that more than a hundred people were watching them. “This day was six years in the making.” Nick hoped he could get through this without embarrassing himself. “From the first instant I ever laid eyes on you, Samantha, I knew you were the one for me. It took far longer to get here than it should have, but all that matters is that we’re finally here. Since I already promised all the most important things, I thought I’d throw in a few things that I know are important to you.”


      Sam’s smile warmed his heart and gave him the courage to continue.


      “So I promise to be a little less freakishly neat—”


      That drew a laugh from his bride.


      “—and slightly less obsessed with your safety.” He paused for another laugh from her. “You’re not supposed to find all of this funny.”


      Sam tried—and failed—to wipe the grin from her face.


      “I promise not to let my phone ring more than twice, to do my best not to constantly clean up after you and to let you be you—even when you drive me crazy.” He stepped closer and leaned his forehead against hers. “I promise I’ll always love you and put you and our family first in my life because there’s nowhere else in the world I’d rather be than with you.”


      Sam looked up at him with bottomless eyes full of tears.


      “That works out rather well,” she said, “since there’s nowhere else I’d rather be than with you. I had the same plan—to offer you a few things I thought you would appreciate.”


      Smiling, Nick raised his head to give her some space.


      “I promise to try not to leave my shoes all over the place, to hang my coat in the closet rather than tossing it over the sofa where it belongs, to make the bed once in a while and to stop rearranging your desk every time I sit there.”


      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”


      Smiling back at him, Sam brought their joined hands to her lips. “I promise to try very hard to not protect you by keeping things from you. And even though it may sometimes seem that my job and the case of the moment are more important to me than you, I promise you they are not. I’ve loved you for as long as you’ve loved me, and I always will.”


      Overwhelmed, Nick took a deep, shuddering breath and accepted the rings from Graham. After they were in place, the pastor uttered the words Nick had often wondered if he would ever hear: “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”


      “At last,” Nick whispered as he drew her in close to him.


      Sam linked her arms around his neck and slipped him some tongue, making his blood race.


      “Brat,” he said against her lips.


      She laughed at the face he made at her and reclaimed her bouquet from Tracy.


      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the pastor said, “it’s my pleasure to introduce Senator and Mrs. Nicholas Cappuano.”


      Nick winced. His Samantha was no one’s Mrs., but oh well. For better or worse, she was his.


      Finally and forever his.


      


      Hand in hand they made their way down the aisle. Sitting behind Sam’s family was her Metropolitan Police family, including Chief Farnsworth, Deputy Chief Conklin, Captain Malone and their wives. Freddie and Elin, Gonzo and his fiancée—Nick’s chief of staff Christina Billings. Sam was pleased and relieved to see her friend and colleague Detective Jeannie McBride there with her boyfriend Michael.


      Nick’s side of the church was also filled to overflowing. What he lacked in family he more than made up for in friends. John O’Connor’s sister Lizbeth, her husband Royce, and John’s brother Terry—Nick’s new deputy chief of staff—were there along with most of his staff. Sam recognized the leadership of the Virginia Democratic Party along with Virginia Governor Zorn and his wife Judy. Behind them were a number of Nick’s colleagues from the Senate and another of Nick’s close friends, White House deputy chief of staff Derek Kavanaugh, and his wife, Victoria.


      When Nick seemed to founder all of a sudden, Sam realized he’d spotted his mother waving from the back row. True to their agreement, she was being quiet, but of course she’d had to make sure Nick knew she was there. Sam wished she could wave a magic wand and make the woman disappear.


      “Just keep moving, babe,” she said to Nick. “Keep moving.”


      “But… that’s—”


      Sam tugged him along with her. “I know who she is.”


      They emerged from the church to an enormous crowd that had grown during the hour-long ceremony. Shelby’s security folks shepherded them through the gauntlet so they could cross the street to the Hay-Adams. The photographer had let them know ahead of time that he would be angling for a shot of them crossing H Street with the White House in the background. Shelby’s people had cleared the street to allow for the photo.


      While Sam sensed the lingering tension in Nick, he played his part to perfection, dashing slightly ahead of her to give the photographer the shot he’d claimed would be the iconic image from their wedding. All Sam cared about was getting a moment alone with her groom to soothe and assure him that his mother wouldn’t bother him today.


      With the photo taken, they arrived at the hotel where Shelby greeted them.


      “We need a moment,” Sam said to her.


      “Right this way.”


      They followed Shelby to the elevator, which transported them to the hotel’s rooftop where the reception would take place. She showed them into a small salon. “I’ll be right outside when you’re ready for photos.”


      “Thank you.” Sam closed the door and turned to Nick. “Are you okay?”


      He looked confused and undone, which Sam deeply resented. “What’s she doing here?”


      “She crashed. I took care of it. I said she could stay for the ceremony, but I let her know she wasn’t welcome here.”


      He shook his head, his mouth set with dismay. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that.”


      “Look at me,” Sam said.


      In his eyes she saw disbelief and resignation.


      “We’re not spending our first minutes as husband and wife talking about someone who’s not worth our time.” As she watched him make a huge effort to shake it off, Sam raised her hands to his face and kissed him softly. “She’s not worth our time.”


      His arms encircled her waist. “Did you rip her to shreds?”


      Sam smiled at his attempt at humor. “I made confetti out of her.”


      “I really wish I could’ve seen that.”


      “Someday, I’ll tell you all about it, but not today.”


      “I’ll look forward to that.”


      Sam kissed him again. “Will you be all right?”


      “Yeah. Thanks for having my back.”


      “Always.”


      He reached for her right hand and removed her engagement ring, placing it on her left hand with the low-key but elegant diamond band. Running his thumb over the two rings, he said, “Do you like your ring?”


      “It’s beautiful and perfect. And it won’t get in the way at work.”


      “I knew you’d say that.”


      She captured his left hand. “What do you think of yours?”


      “I love it. Very classy.”


      “Just like you.” Sam kissed his ring. “I’ve always thought there was something so incredibly sexy about a wedding ring on a man’s finger. It tells the world he has pledged himself to someone and isn’t afraid to say so. Everyone you meet will know you’re taken. I like that.”


      “Then I’ll never take it off.”


      “You have to take it off at least once so you can see the engraving.”


      “All right, but just this once.” He slid the ring from his finger and tipped it into the light so he could read the inscription. She hadn’t expected him to laugh. “Take a look at yours.”


      Sam removed both rings and held up the wedding band so she could see inside. You’re my home. Always, Nick. She looked up at him, astounded. “No way! No wonder why Shelby seemed so surprised by what I’d chosen!”


      Nick laughed again, and the sound warmed Sam’s heart. Thankfully, he seemed to have rebounded from the shock of seeing his mother. “What a pair we are, huh?”


      “A match made in heaven,” Sam said, sighing as she kissed him.


      For the longest time, they stood there gazing at each other like two lovesick fools.


      “I can’t believe you’re finally my wife,” he said softly, reverently.


      “And you’re finally my husband.”


      He framed her face, kissing her long and hard before he seemed to remember they had guests waiting for them. “We probably ought to get out there before Shelby thinks we’re consummating in here.”


      Chuckling, Sam looked around the small but elegant room that included an upholstered chaise lounge. “That’s not a bad idea…”


      “Hold that thought for a couple of hours.”


      She reached up to wipe the lingering lipstick off his mouth. “That long?”


      “I’ll make it well worth the wait,” he promised with a salacious grin that sent shivers down her spine as he led her out the door to rejoin Shelby.


      


      The room fairly shimmered in candlelight and the waning glow of daylight. Greens and purples and orchids with painted glass vases full of more flowers on the tables. Sam had seen sketches of Shelby’s vision, but nothing could’ve prepared her for the reality of just how amazing it turned out to be. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, their city stretched out before them—from the White House to the Washington Monument to Lincoln, Jefferson and the Potomac beyond.


      Earlier, word had rippled through the city that the famed cherry trees that lined the tidal basin in front of the Jefferson Memorial had burst into bloom overnight. As the photographer took shots of them on the patio with the monuments in the background, Sam pointed out the sea of cherry blossom pink to Nick.


      “The city is giving us its blessing,” he said.


      She went up on tiptoes to kiss him, hearing the click, click, click of the camera that recorded their every move. “It certainly seems that way, doesn’t it?”


      Nick never left her side as they received guests, had dinner, took what seemed like a thousand photos and exchanged an equal number of on-demand kisses. Freddie, Gonzo and the others from the MPD seemed to have placed themselves in charge of regularly clinking silverware against crystal to demand more of the PDA Sam avoided like the plague. She’d get them back when it was their turn to tie the knot.


      Freddie seemed thrilled to have Elin with him, and Sam was glad she’d encouraged him to try again with her—even if there’d be hell to pay if Mrs. Cruz ever found out what Sam had done. They’d been united in their dislike of Elin for Freddie, but he was right. It was his life, and he had to live it as he saw fit, even if that meant loving a woman his mother didn’t approve of.


      “I have a little surprise for you,” Sam’s husband of two hours whispered in her ear.


      Sam looked up at him, caught off guard by how happy and adorable he seemed. She’d never seen him looking happier than he did just then, and vowed in that moment to do whatever it took to make him that happy every day for the rest of their lives. “What’s that?”


      “Wait ‘til you see, Sam,” Scotty interjected, fairly busting the buttons of his tuxedo as he jumped from foot to foot.


      “You’re keeping all kinds of secrets, aren’t you?” she asked the boy.


      “Uh-huh,” he said with a delighted grin.


      “So what is it?” Sam asked.


      “Look,” Nick said, pointing to the small stage where their DJ had set up. They’d gone with a DJ over a live band to make space for more guests in the rooftop reception room.


      Sam looked to where Nick pointed, and her mind went totally blank. It couldn’t be… Was that… No. No way. No freaking way! She let out a most un-coplike shriek. Jon Bon Jovi at her wedding? Stop it. Stop it right now! Sam wondered if it was possible for a bride to hyperventilate at her own wedding.


      She glanced up at Nick who was thoroughly enjoying her shock. “You call this a little surprise?” Her voice was squeaky and high-pitched.


      Bowing before her, Nick held out his hand. “May I please have this dance with my wife?”


      Sam’s heart had never beat faster, even when she was being chased by gun-toting lunatics, than it did as she took Nick’s hand and followed him to the dance floor.


      “I understand the bride is one of our biggest fans,” Bon Jovi said with a charming smile that made Sam want to swoon, “so I’m delighted to be here for Sam and Nick’s first dance as Mr. and Mrs.”


      Jon Bon Jovi himself sang the most beautiful acoustic version of “Thank You for Loving Me” that Sam had ever heard. She had to keep reminding herself to focus on her new husband and not on the rock star she’d admired for so many years.


      “How in the world did you pull this off?” she asked Nick.


      “The junior senator from New Jersey is a friend of mine.”


      “Of course he is. Who isn’t a friend of yours?


      He flashed that winning grin that made her knees go weak every damned time. “He knew someone who knew someone.” Nick shrugged, like it was no big deal to get one of the music world’s biggest stars to come to their wedding. “My only fear was that once you met him, you’d forget all about me and run off with him.”


      Sam hugged him so hard he gasped. “No chance of that, but is it okay if I ogle him just a little bit? My love affair with him has lasted years and years, and you’re still kinda new around here.”


      Nick tossed his head back and laughed. “Ogle away. Just remember who’s taking you home tonight.”


      “As if I could ever forget.” She brought him down for a lingering kiss that generated catcalls from their guests. “And I’ll never forget that you did this for me.”


      “My pleasure, babe.”


      She loved that about him—how pleasing her was always more important to him than pleasing himself.


      Their wedding party joined them for “Make a Memory.” Sam was still trying to absorb that Jon Bon Jovi, the Jon Bon Jovi, was actually at her wedding when he asked her to have a seat next to her dad. In a daze, Sam made her way across the room to her dad and sat with him, her hand joined with his right hand.


      “Can you even stand this?” she squealed.


      Her dad and Celia cracked up laughing.


      Bon Jovi sang “I’ll Be There for You,” which reduced the entire family to tears. He sang four more songs before turning the music back over to the DJ. When Sam and Nick went to thank him, he gave her a big hug and posed for pictures with them before he took his leave.


      “Unbelievable,” Sam said, still wanting to pinch herself to make sure she hadn’t dreamed it. “Seriously.”


      “I’m so glad you liked my surprise,” Nick said.


      “Liked it? I’ll live off that hug for the rest of my life!”


      He raised an eyebrow to let her know she was pushing her luck. “Is that so?”


      “Well, maybe not the rest of my life, but for a little while anyway.”


      “Better,” Nick said with a tolerant grin.


      “Sam,” Scotty said, tugging at her arm. “What about the other surprise?”


      “Ah, yes,” she said, “is it time for that?”


      Radiating excitement, Scotty nodded.


      “Go ahead and tell Shelby. She’ll get it for you.”


      Scotty scurried off, and Sam turned to her husband.


      “What’re you up to, Samantha?”


      “Wait until you see. This was all Scotty’s idea, so give him the credit.”


      Nick leaned in to kiss her.


      “What did I do to deserve that?”


      “You’ve embraced a child who means a lot to me, and I appreciate it.”


      “I love him too.”


      They exchanged a meaningful look, both remembering their talk in the Jacuzzi about making Scotty a part of their family.


      “When we get back,” Sam said.


      Nick smiled and tightened his grip on her hand.


      The moment was interrupted when Scotty, supervised by a team of waiters, pushed a table to the middle of the dance floor.


      “Whoa.” Nick’s eyes widened in surprise at the sight of the exact replica of Fenway Park, made of cake and icing. “That is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!”


      Delighted by Nick’s reaction, Scotty held up his hand for a high-five from Sam.


      “You did this?” Nick asked Scotty.


      “With a little help from Sam,” he said modestly.


      “Thank you so much,” Nick said, hugging Scotty.


      “Thank you,” Scotty said. “For being such a good friend to me.”


      Nick’s eyes filled with tears. “Right back atcha, pal,” he said gruffly.


      They shared a smile that had Sam blinking back tears. She wondered if they had any idea they were slowly becoming father and son. Watching that happen ranked among the greatest thrills of her life.


      “While we’re on the subject,” Shelby said as her team brought out the orchid-laden wedding cake. “What do you say we cut this one too?”


      “Tell me I don’t have to cut Fenway,” Nick said, stricken by the idea of it.


      “We took lots of pictures,” Shelby assured him, handing him a knife. “Have at it.”


      “I can’t! It would be like bringing another eighty-six-year curse down on the Sox!”


      Sam rolled her eyes at Shelby and took the knife from Nick. “Allow me.”


      “I can’t look,” he said with a whimper.


      “Me either,” Scotty added, covering his eyes.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 13

    


    
      Sam and Nick were enjoying a few minutes off their feet along with some wedding cake when the DJ handed a microphone to Nick’s best man and surrogate father, retired senator Graham O’Connor.


      The room quieted, and Nick reached for Sam’s hand. She enveloped it between both of hers.


      “I know I speak for all of you when I say it’s been such a thrill to be part of this celebration of love and joy—two things we can never have too much of in this life,” Graham said. “I first met Nick when my son John brought him home for a weekend during their freshman year at Harvard. Right away, I was struck by his eagerness and determination to make something of his life. I remember encouraging John, who was somewhat less… determined… at that time in his life to spend more time with the oh-so-serious Nick Cappuano.”


      A soft wave of laughter rippled through the room.


      “That turned out to be a good move on my part. I don’t like to think about how responsible Nick probably was for getting John through school.”


      That drew a short laugh from Nick.


      “When John later took office, he insisted Nick run the show, and John always said Nick was the brains behind the whole operation. I’m not sure if that’s entirely true, but I do know they made for one hell of a team.”


      Nick bent his head to beat back a flood of emotion as memories of John swamped him.


      “Nick has been a part of our family since that first weekend at the farm. Of course, we all know John should be the one making this speech since he and Nick were each other’s best men from the time they were eighteen. They stood by each other through life’s ups and downs, and when John was taken from us so suddenly, Nick stood by my wife and me through the darkest days of our lives.”


      Sam leaned into Nick and tightened her grip on his hand.


      “When Nick honored me by asking me to be his best man, I tried to think of what John would’ve said today. I decided he probably would’ve told a few off-color jokes and stories we’d all be better off not hearing.”


      Nick looked over at his staffers, gathered at three tables, and saw Christina dabbing at her eyes even as she laughed. She’d carried a quiet torch for John for years before he was killed.


      “But the most important thing John would’ve said is that he loved you like a brother, Nick. We all love you, and the O’Connors are delighted to welcome Sam into our hearts and our family. I have no doubt she’ll take very good care of our Nick. We wish you both a lifetime of the love and joy we’ve all experienced here today.” He held up his champagne flute. “To Nick and Sam.”


      Nick held up his glass to the man he loved like a father and then toasted his bride. “I’ll drink to that,” he said as he kissed her.


      “Hear, hear,” she said. “Now, let’s dance our asses off.”


      


      Freddie held Elin as close as he dared in a room full of colleagues and superior officers. As they moved as one on the crowded dance floor, all he could think about was getting out of there and being alone with her. It’d been many weeks since they’d last spent a night together, and he hoped he wasn’t getting ahead of himself by planning to spend tonight with her. She’d never mentioned sleeping with him when she agreed to go to the wedding.


      She had her arms around him, inside his suit coat, and her hands were warm against his back. Despite his best efforts to contain his raging libido, she had him rock-hard and ready with just the brush of her lips against the sensitive skin on his neck.


      Freddie slid his hand down her back to better align her with his erection.


      “No need to ask what you’re thinking about,” she said in a teasing tone.


      He released a nervous laugh. “Not doing much thinking at the moment.”


      “That’s not true. You’re always thinking.”


      “Which has kind of been our problem, right?”


      “You said it, not me.”


      He looked down at her, mesmerized as always by her piercing blue eyes and cool blonde beauty. She stole the breath from his lungs when she looked at him the way she was right now. “I want to be with you.”


      She tilted her hips and tore a groan from deep inside him. “So I noticed.”


      “Not just in bed. I missed you.”


      “I missed you too.”


      “Only in bed?”


      “Everywhere.”


      A surge of hope made Freddie feel more buoyant than he’d been since the last time he was with her.


      “What about your mother?” Elin asked, her smile fading. “I assume nothing’s changed on that front.”


      “I’ve decided I can’t live my life for her. I have to live it for me.” Sam would be proud of me, Freddie thought, as he scanned the dance floor and found his partner laughing and dancing with her new husband. Seeing her so happy, after all she’d been through, filled him with determination. He returned his attention to Elin. “And what I want more than anything is you.”


      Elin flashed him a saucy grin. “How badly do you want me?”


      “Bad.” Freddie bent his head and kissed her right there in front of his coworkers. He didn’t care in the least if anyone saw him kiss the woman he loved. “Very, very bad.”


      “How soon can we sneak out of here?”


      “Soon,” Freddie said. “Very, very soon.”


      


      “I would like,” Nick said against Sam’s ear, “to take my wife upstairs to bed.”


      Sam quivered at the desire she heard in his voice. “Your wife would encourage you to do whatever it is you wish to do.”


      “Mmm,” he said, capturing an earlobe between his teeth. “I like the sound of that.” He drew back from her and extended an arm. “Shall we?”


      “I’m with you, Senator.”


      “Let’s make sure Scotty’s set to go with Angela.”


      They found the boy entertaining Sam’s nieces and nephews.


      “Are you guys leaving now?” he asked.


      Sam was touched by the hint of trepidation she saw on his face.


      Nick bent to meet Scott’s gaze. “We’ll only be gone a week, and I’ll call you the minute we get back, okay?”


      Scotty nodded. “Thanks for letting me be here for this. It was really awesome.”


      “Aw, buddy.” Nick hugged him. “Thank you for all your help with the kids.”


      “You’re welcome.” Scotty released Nick and reached for Sam.


      She hugged him and kissed the top of his head. “Angela and Spence will take good care of you tonight and get you back to Richmond tomorrow. Make sure you hit her up for pancakes in the morning.”


      Scotty laughed. “I will. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”


      “We’ll see you soon,” Nick said. “I promise.”


      Tracy and Angela appeared out of the crowd to hug them, and Angela slipped a reassuring arm around Scotty.


      Sam took the hand Nick extended to her. They were nearly to the door when Sam stopped him. “Wait! I forgot to toss my bouquet.”


      Nick moaned. “We were almost to a clean getaway!”


      “One more minute.”


      “Hurry!”


      Sam signaled for Shelby, who had the whole thing organized in under a minute. “One, two, three!” Sam tossed the bouquet over her shoulder and turned just in time to see it land with Freddie’s girlfriend Elin. Like a deer caught in headlights, Elin tossed it up in the air, and Gonzo’s fiancée Christina Billings caught it the second time.


      She let out a delighted squeal and threw herself into Gonzo’s arms.


      Sam blew a kiss to her sisters and friends and took her husband’s outstretched hand. With a last look back at the beautiful room, Sam left with him to begin their new life together.


      


      “I have to confess that you were right about something,” Sam said when they arrived in their suite and found their honeymoon luggage neatly placed in the corner. Someone had lit candles, left champagne chilling in an ice bucket and placed more orchids around the sitting room. The suite was cozy and elegant, but she didn’t give it much attention after waiting all day to be alone with her husband.


      “I love how you say that, as if me being right about something is a special occasion. I expect it to be a regular—maybe even daily—occurrence in our marriage.”


      Sam rolled her eyes at him. “Whatever you say, dear.”


      Nick tugged off his bowtie and released the top button of his shirt. “So what was I right about this time?”


      “Shelby. She was worth every single one of the many thousands of dollars you paid her. She’s a freaking miracle worker.”


      “No kidding. Was there anything she didn’t think of?”


      “Not that I saw.”


      Sam turned to him and put her arms around him. “I could use some help getting out of this getup. Are you game?”


      “I suppose I could be convinced to lend a hand.”


      Sam smiled at him and tilted her head. “You can start at the top and work your way down.”


      Nick slid the orchid from her hair and brought it to his nose. “That scent will always remind me of the best day of my life.” He trailed the delicate bloom down her cheek. “I know you would’ve preferred something less elaborate—”


      “You were right about the wedding too.”


      “This me-being-right thing is becoming a bit of a pattern.”


      “Don’t get used to it. I’m sure we’ll be back to normal in no time.” She reached up to caress his face. “The wedding was beautiful and everything I hoped it would be for you and so much more that I didn’t even know I wanted.”


      “I’m glad to hear you say that.” He put the orchid on a table and reached up to remove the pins from her hair. “Are you kidding me?” he asked as he watched her gorgeous hair spill down over her shoulders. “Three pins were holding that whole thing together?”


      “Apparently, when you put them in the right places, that’s all you need. Who knew?”


      Nick buried his fingers in her hair and tilted his head to kiss her. “You were so incredibly beautiful today, Samantha. You are every day, but today… you took my breath away.”


      “When I saw you waiting for me in church, I’ve never seen you look so handsome.” She smoothed her hands over his chest and made quick work of divesting him of the onyx studs that had served as buttons. “I broke a lot of hearts in the Capitol region today by taking you off the market.”


      “Right,” he said, laughing. “So my guy Terry and your girl Lindsey, huh?”


      Sam moaned. She too had noticed his deputy chief of staff dancing most of the evening with the District’s chief medical examiner. They’d seemed positively smitten. “Why do our two worlds have to keep colliding?”


      He kissed her nose. “Because all our friends want to be as happy as we are.”


      “I guess,” she said as she dropped the studs in a pile on a table and turned around. “Unzip me?”


      “If I have to,” he said with a dramatic sigh that made her giggle. “Is there something under here that’ll stop my heart?”


      “Perhaps,” she said, sending him a coy smile over her shoulder.


      His lips found her neck as he slowly unzipped her dress.


      “My sisters gave me a frilly thing I’m supposed to wear tonight.”


      “Is that so?”


      She tipped her head to give him better access to her neck. “Uh huh.”


      “Is it sexier than what I’m finding under this dress?”


      Sam bit her lip and smiled. “It’s not quite as dirty as what’s under the dress.”


      He wrapped his arms around her from behind and pulled her in tight against him. “I’m a big fan of dirty.”


      Laughing, Sam said, “I never would’ve guessed.”


      His hands slid up her front and nudged the dress down to reveal a bustier. “I haven’t even seen the whole thing yet, and I already love it.”


      Sam’s laughter faded to a moan as he cupped her breasts through the cups, teasing her nipples until she was straining against him. “Nick…”


      “What, baby?”


      “I want you.” Her head fell back to rest on his shoulder as he kept up the mischief.


      “You have me. I’m all yours for the rest of our lives.” He shifted, ever so slightly, and her dress dropped into a pool of silk at their feet. Nick helped her to step out of it but kept her back to him, pressing his arousal against her bottom. “Oh my God, are those garters?”


      Enjoying the choked tone of his voice, Sam smiled, raised her arm and linked it around his neck. “Uh huh.”


      “Have I ever mentioned that as far as I’m concerned there’s nothing sexier than garters?” He took advantage of the opportunity to slide his fingers into the top of the bustier to toy with her nipple.


      “I don’t think you have,” she managed to say as her legs went weak.


      He tightened the arm he had around her waist. “I’ve got you,” he whispered.


      Sam closed her eyes and floated on a sea of sensation as his lips and fingers set her afire. She hadn’t expected marriage to change much of anything between them. She hadn’t expected their loving to be any hotter than it had been before. As he kissed and caressed her, she realized she’d been wrong on both counts. Everything had changed, and she wanted him more than she ever had before.


      As if he’d read her mind, he scooped her up and carried her through the doorway to the bedroom where more candles awaited them. He deposited her gently on the bed, and stood back to slide the shirt from his shoulders. His undershirt followed as his gaze took a lazy journey from her feet to her breasts.


      Raised up on elbows, Sam watched him, feasting her eyes on his muscular chest and arms.


      “See something you like?” he asked with the grin that melted her.


      “I like everything about you.”


      He raised an eyebrow. “Everything?”


      Reaching out to him, she said, “Everything. Some things more than others.”


      “Like what?” he asked as he took her hand and stretched out next to her.


      Sam caressed his chest, which was covered with just the right amount of soft dark hair. One finger followed the trail that led into his pants. “I love your chest.”


      He released a long deep breath and shifted to his back.


      Sam moved so she was over him, her lips following the path her finger had taken. “And your belly.” It quivered under her lips. Encouraged, she unbuttoned and unzipped his pants.


      “Sam…”


      She looked up to find his eyes closed and his face tight with tension that she planned to relieve in the way she knew he loved best. Pushing his clothes out of the way, she wrapped her hand around his erection and touched her tongue to the tip.


      His fingers burrowed into her hair, holding her right where he wanted her most. “Babe,” he moaned.


      “Mmm,” she said as she took him deep, giving him her tongue and a light scraping of teeth that seemed to drive him wild. She kept it up until he broke out in a sweat and drew her away from him.


      “First time together,” he said through gritted teeth. He got busy pulling and tugging at hooks until the bustier flew across the room. From her feet to her knees to her thighs, he took his hands on a journey to her center where he tugged the scrap of silk covering her out of his way and bent to give her his tongue.


      Sam arched her back, wanting more, so much more.


      He found the tight nub of her desire and sucked it into his mouth just as he pushed two fingers into her. After taking her nearly to the brink of release, he kissed his way up the front of her, teasing her nipples with his teeth and tongue until she cried out from the overwhelming sensations.


      “Now, Nick,” she said, reaching for him to bring him into her embrace, breathing in his clean, fresh scent.


      His lips found hers in a devouring kiss that made her head spin. The sheer intensity of the feelings coursing through her was unlike anything she’d ever experienced, even with him. His tongue was everywhere, drinking her in like he’d been waiting forever for the chance to show her just how much he desired her.


      Tears pooled in her eyes as she raised her hips, asking him for what she wanted more than the next breath. He entered her swiftly, tearing his lips from hers to draw in a ragged deep breath. Fierce and sexy and so beautiful in the candlelight, he loved her with everything he had, as if he’d waited until now, until she was his in every way possible, to show her the full scope of his love and adoration.


      His hands were under her, holding her tight against him as he pumped into her with total abandon.


      Sam reached the first peak faster than she ever had before, soaring higher than she’d known she could go. She clung to him, asking him without words to anchor her, to never let her go.


      His brow was damp with sweat when he once again devoured her mouth in a series of deep, drugging kisses.


      She buried her fingers in his silky hair to keep him there as took her up again, swiftly, until she hovered on the edge of something big and powerful and altogether out of her control.


      Tearing his mouth free, he groaned and buried his face in her hair, crying out his own release as Sam followed him in a shower of light and heat and love so deep she wondered if they’d survive the storm.


      Afterward, he rested on top of her for a long time, breathing hard. When he finally raised his head to meet her gaze, he looked as stunned as she felt.


      “I thought we’d done that pretty well before,” he said, “but that… that was…”


      “Beyond amazing.”


      “Yes.” He kissed her softly, sweetly. “If that’s what married sex is like I can see why Shelby stays so busy.”


      Still joined with him, Sam laughed and lifted her legs to wrap them around his hips. “Ready for round two?” she asked in a teasing tone.


      “I’ll never survive the honeymoon.” He propped his chin on her chest and looked into her eyes. “Speaking of that, when are you going to tell me where you’re taking me?”


      She’d agreed to let him pay for the wedding, but only if she could arrange their honeymoon. All she’d told him was to pack for warm weather. She combed her fingers through his hair, smoothing and soothing. “How does Bora Bora sound?”


      His eyes nearly popped out his head. “For real? You’re actually going to spend twenty something hours on a plane? You who hate to fly? I figured we’d go to Bermuda or some place close.”


      She’d been in deep denial about the lengthy flights, but once she’d seen the pictures of the remote Tahitian island, she couldn’t image them going anywhere else. Sam swallowed hard. “It’s only thirteen hours.”


      Laughing, Nick finally withdrew from her and rolled to his back, arranging her head on his chest. “Have I mentioned lately that I love you, Samantha Holland?”


      “That’s Samantha Holland Cappuano, to you, sir.”


      He sucked in a sharp deep breath, and the hand that had been caressing her back went still. “What did you say?”


      Suddenly filled with shyness that seemed downright silly after what they’d just done, she looked up at him. “I’m still Sam Holland at work, but at home, with you, I’m Samantha Cappuano.”


      He cupped her face and kissed her softly. “I didn’t think I could love you any more than I already did, but you’ve made me happier today than any man has a right to be.”


      “No one deserves to be happy more than you do.”


      “More than we do,” he corrected her.


      “I’ll let you be right again since you’re on such a roll tonight.”


      His face lifted into a half smile that was so sexy it made her want him all over again.


      “You wanna see if that married sex thing was a one-time deal?” she asked.


      “Give me a minute to recover, and then we’ll find out.”


      She snuggled into him, happier in that moment than she’d ever been in her life. “We’ve got all the time in the world.”

    

  


  
    

    
      
    


    
      Author’s Note: View the wedding details chosen by readers at http://mariesullivanforce.blogspot.com under the “Fatal Wedding” tag. Thank you to everyone who helped to make all of Sam’s decisions. Neither she nor I could’ve done it without you.
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