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1

“You don’t want to do this.” Detective Kit Kenyon stared past 
the barrel of the gun and fixed her eyes on the man before her.

The forty-four-year-old blinked against the sweat dripping 
into his hazy green eyes. A thick tongue swept out against dry 
lips, and his gaze darted from her to the door to his wife, who 
sat on the floor under the window weeping softly.

Melanie, his twelve-year-old daughter, winced at the harsh 
hand ensnaring her long brown ponytail and never took her 
terrified gaze from Kit.

“Virgil?” Kit pushed gently. “Right now you haven’t hurt 
anyone. In fact, you’ve cooperated nicely.” Except for the part 
where she’d asked him to end this peacefully.

But they were getting there.
“I’ve got a clean shot.” The voice whispered in her earpiece.
She tapped her fingers once against her leg. A signal that said, 

“Not yet.” She didn’t want anyone dying today if they didn’t 
have to. Virgil Mann’s eyes were clear. No drugs in his system. 
And he was listening to her.

She’d been talking to him for over three hours, and it had to 
be at least a hundred-plus degrees in the cramped single-wide 
trailer. Breakfast was six hours ago and her stomach growled. 
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Kit ignored it and the humid heat and focused on Virgil. She’d 
maneuvered the man into such a position where the sniper 
could see the two of them.

Definite progress.
Much talk along with a lot of give-and-take had resulted in 

the release of the two youngest children: two-year-old Jessie 
and four-year-old Nathan. Now she just had to get him to let 
Melanie and his wife, Anne, walk out of the musty-smelling, 
breath-stealing metal box.

“She told me she was leaving me.” The words came out on a 
sob. Two fat tears trickled down his grizzled cheeks, and Kit felt 
an unwanted pang of compassion. He looked like a mad four-
year-old who didn’t get his way. The gun in his hand squelched 
the sympathy.

Shock blanched Melanie’s tearstained features as she processed 
her father’s words and she cut her gaze to her mother.

Finally. For three hours, he’d ranted, raved, listed everything 
he’d done for his unappreciative family, but hadn’t said a word 
about what sparked his rage. Now they were getting to the 
heart of the matter. “Aw, Virgil, I’m sorry. You don’t deserve 
that, do you?”

Of course he did. Kit was glad the woman had gotten up the 
courage to do something. She just wished she’d left first and 
talked later.

The gun wavered. “No, I don’t. I do my best to provide for 
this family. She told me I needed professional help. Wanted to 
go to some marriage counselor. Stupid woman trying to tell me 
what to do. Thinks she knows best.” His lip curled in disgust.

At this, Melanie’s eyes glittered with anger. The girl opened 
her mouth to say something and Kit quickly intervened. “She 
shouldn’t have treated you like that. She’s the one who needs 
help, right?”

“You got it.” Another swipe of the tongue. His grip loosened 
on Melanie’s hair and the girl shifted away from him a fraction.

“What if we got her the help she needs, Virgil?”
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He blinked. “What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. What if you and I get her some help? You’d 

be doing what any good husband would do. You’d be the man 
she fell in love with once again.”

Virgil blinked the sweat from his eyes and squinted. Kit looked 
at Melanie. The girl shifted again, her anger dissipated, weeping 
softly now. Then her father brought the gun back down to aim 
it at his wife, fury returning once more. “What if I just shoot 
her and be done with it? Always trying to tell me what to do.”

Melanie whimpered. Kit took a deep breath. Tapped her fin-
gers again—this time with two quick snaps against her chin. 
Shoot on my signal. If she curled her hand into a fist—and she 
would if Virgil’s finger even twitched on the trigger—her guy 
would place a bullet between Virgil’s eyes.

In her ear, Chad, her second, fed her information. “Virgil’s 
sister is here. Said her brother has the need to be in control. 
Hates authority or anyone feeling they’re better than he is.”

Yeah, she’d already figured that out.
Chad continued, “Said his wife and kids have been going to 

the little church up the street. Ever since they started going, 
she’s been getting ‘uppity,’ pushing him for marriage counseling, 
telling him they needed to get right with God.”

“Hey Virgil.” She had his attention back on her although the 
gun stayed on his wife. “Hey, you make the decisions around 
here, right?”

His breath stuttered out and he looked confused at the change 
in subject. “You bet I do. I have the final say-so in this family.”

Kit nodded, making sure her outward appearance said she 
was thinking about his words. Inside, she weighed her options. 
Every word she said counted, might mean the difference between 
life and death. His death, his wife’s. Hers. But she was good at 
reading people and she was 99.9 percent sure how to handle 
this man. Unfortunately, it went against negotiation protocol. 
Rule number something: Never remind the shooter he wants 
to shoot. Did she dare chance it? Did she dare not? Still keeping 
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her body relaxed, her posture nonthreatening, she asked, “So, 
you want to shoot her? Okay, let’s say you do it.”

Surprise rocketed his eyebrows and his jaw sagged. “What?”
A harsh breath whistled in her ear. “Kit . . .”
But she had Virgil’s number now. She urged, “You say you 

want to shoot her. Or you think you do, but have you thought 
out your future after the bullet does its job?”

More lip licking. “Wha-what do you mean?”
“Just think about it for a minute. Do you love your children?”
“Course I do.” He looked outraged at her question.
“So what’s going to happen to them after Anne’s dead and 

you’re in jail?”
Or dead. “Because if you kill her, there’s no turning back 

after that. No second chances. No way to right that wrong.” She 
paused and looked at Melanie. “And your little girl will hate you 
forever. So just think about those facts for a few minutes before 
you decide what to do.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed, his eyes flickered to his daughter 
whom he still had in his hard grip. Her gaze sought his. Her 
brief moment of anger had faded back into fear. “Daddy, please 
don’t kill my mama.”

While the plea wrenched at Kit’s heart, bringing unwanted 
memories to the surface, she could see it also had the desired 
effect on Melanie’s father. The man’s countenance softened for 
a heartbeat.

Kit pressed it. “Come on, Virgil, you still have a way out. 
You can still be the husband your wife needs, the daddy your 
children need. And they do need you. They look up to you to 
show them the way to go in life, to make sure they’re safe at 
night. Who’s going to do that if it’s not you?”

The gun lowered. She had him.
Quiet weeping from the corner echoed in the small room. 

Virgil shifted and sighed. “If I give in, though, I’m going to jail, 
aren’t I?”

What to say? Lie or tell the truth? His eyes probed hers. She 
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hedged. “Possibly. But you’ve never done anything like this 

before, right?”

“No.”

“Then maybe you’ll just get a slap on the wrist and probation.”

“That’s a big maybe.” He looked skeptical.

“True.” No way was she telling him he’d serve time. But she 

wasn’t going to outright lie to him, either. He was thinking. He 

knew he’d have consequences. If she said he wouldn’t, she’d 

lose him immediately.

Watching the indecision cross his face, she waited, forcing 

herself not to push him any further. Briefly, she allowed herself 

to think about Noah, her partner of three weeks. Three weeks 

to get to know a man and be willing to put her life on the line 

for him.

He was a good cop with good instincts, and she wished he 

could have come with her. She could use someone else watch-

ing the big picture outside while she dealt with everything else 

from the inside.

Unfortunately, she didn’t expect him anytime soon. As she’d 

hurried into the situation in which she now found herself, she’d 

left him in the middle of a messy murder scene.

E

Noah Lambert looked down at the life cut short and felt his 

anger burn. Just as he did every time he came across injustice, 

unfairness, and things that were just plain wrong. God, I know 

you’re in control, but it sure seems like the devil gets the upper hand 

most of the time.

God wouldn’t hold the observation against him. Noah had a 

running dialogue with the Almighty when it came to his life—

especially his job. And he knew God understood where he was 

coming from.

He knelt beside the body. A young man, Walter Davis, shot 

in the back of the head.
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Serena Hopkins, the medical examiner, took a sample of blood 
and bagged it.

Noah asked, “How long has he been dead?”
“I would say since about eight o’clock this morning. He was 

found around 8:30, right?”
“Yeah, we got here around 8:45, took a look around while 

waiting on you, then Kit got called to a domestic violence hostage 
situation and had to take off.”

Serena breathed a sigh and reached up to swipe the sweat 
from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “Sorry it took me 
so long to get here. I was in the middle of an autopsy with two 
staff out sick when I got the call.”

“No problem. Unfortunately, he wasn’t going anywhere.”
“Is this how he was found?”
Walter Davis lay facedown on the floor.
Noah nodded. “Just like that. I’m guessing he’s missing an 

eye.” In disgust, he pointed to the opaque orb staring from its 
resting place on the desk. “The killer positioned it so that it was 
looking at the body.”

“Think that means anything?”
“Yeah. I just don’t have a clue what. No one’s touched any-

thing except the surrounding area. We left the body for you.”
“Aw, a cop after my own heart.” Her furrowed brow and 

down-turned lips betrayed her attempt to lighten the mood.
Joking on the job might seem terribly crass and disrespectful 

to some. However, for those who worked in the field, it was a 
defense mechanism, a coping strategy. A way of dealing with 
the sick things humans were capable of doing to one another.

Serena turned the body over onto his back. More flashes 
as the photographer took pictures of the new position. “One 
eye blown out by the bullet, one extracted by a sharp instru-
ment.” She gave a sigh, a weary breath blown out between 
pursed lips. She looked up at Noah. “So, how do you like Kit 
as a partner?”

Noah didn’t hesitate. “She’s a good cop—that was obvious 
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right from the start. We’ve only known each other a few weeks, 
but I felt like she’d have my back from the get-go, you know?”

“That’s great.” Serena’s gloved fingers tugged something from 
the victim’s empty eye socket. “Looks like our killer left a mes-
sage for you.”

Interest quickened his pulse. “What does it say?”
She unfolded the bloodied piece of paper, and Noah read over 

her shoulder, “ ‘Life’s a laugh. How does the death penalty feel? 
An eye for an eye . . .’ ”

Noah looked at her. “Weird.”
Bagging the letter, she shook her head. “Definitely. I’ll be 

interested to hear what it means when you figure it out.”
Noah looked up at the still weeping coed who’d found Walter. 

Heather Younts. Poor girl. He’d questioned her through her tears 
and had gotten that she’d come to the dorm to walk to class 
with her boyfriend. Approximately thirty minutes before her 
arrival, she’d texted Walter and received an answering text from 
Walter saying he was waiting for her. When he didn’t answer 
her knocks or the phone, she’d gotten security to check it out.

This is what they’d found when security had opened the door.
Noah looked at his watch for the third time in an hour. He 

still hadn’t heard from Kit. Was that good or bad? He wasn’t 
sure yet. This was his first time with a partner who was also 
assigned to work with SERT, the Special Emergency Response 
Team. And this was the first time she’d been called out in 
the few short weeks they’d been together, even though they 
both knew it could happen at any time. She’d been with the 
department a little over six months now. Originally, she was 
partnered with a veteran detective who retired about six weeks 
ago. Then Noah and Kit were paired up, and they were both 
learning—and adjusting to—each other. So far, so good . . . 
after a rocky start.

The call from SERT came just as they had gotten to the murder 
scene, and he’d waved her to go. He could handle the murder 
scene by himself. Been there done that before. But he had to 
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admit, the itchy feeling of not knowing what was going on with 
his partner distracted him. He found he didn’t like being out of 
the loop, unable to back her up if she needed it.

Of course, she would have capable officers on the scene with 
her if she needed something, but still . . .

Noah pushed that problem aside. He canvassed the murder 
scene once more, going over each detail in his mind. He’d already 
taken copious notes, knowing he’d have to fill Kit in. What was 
he missing? Anything?

“We’ll need the laptop for the computer forensic officer.”
Serena grunted. “Too bad Sam’s not working with you guys 

anymore.”
“So I hear. I came after she decided to stay home with her 

baby.”
“Hey, Noah.”
“Yeah?” He turned to see Jake walk back into the dorm room. 

Jake Hollister, thirty-five years old with gray-streaked blond hair, 
was the lead crime scene unit investigator. He had an object 
packaged in a crime scene bag.

“Found this stuffed in a bucket of bleach in the janitor’s closet.”
“What is it?”
“A Tyvek jumpsuit. Your garden variety kind. You can buy 

them online.”
“Soaked in bleach. Great.”
“We got to it in time. It did test positive for blood spatter. Look 

at the arms. There’s more blood on the right one. I’m guessing 
our killer is right-handed.”

“I’d go with that. Any brand on them? Do you know where 
they came from?”

“Nope. If there was, it’s been cut out. I still might be able to 
figure out where it came from once we get it back to the lab.”

“Thanks, Jake.”
“I’ll let you know if we find anything else.”
“I’ve got something,” Amy, another CSU member, called.
“What is it?”
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She looked up from the closet. “He was in here. I’ve got a 
bloody footprint.”

“What size?”
“A nine and a half.”
Noah thought about it for a few seconds. To the room and 

no one in particular, he said, “So, thirty minutes before the 
girlfriend arrives, she gets a text from Walter, telling her he’s 
waiting for her.”

Serena stood, fluid grace in the movement. “Right.”
“Okay, so did he know the person he let in? Or did he open 

the door at the knock, thinking it was the girlfriend, and get a 
surprise when it wasn’t?”

“No sign of forced entry?”
“None.” He walked to the room window and looked down. From 

the second floor, he could see the crowd of college students behind 
the yellow crime scene tape, most silent and watchful. Others 
whispered behind their hands. Some had left to go to class, only to 
be replaced by newcomers. Was the killer in the crowd even now?

Officers mingled, asking questions, taking notes. Noah nar-
rowed his eyes. Did anyone stand out? For a minute more, he 
stood there, studying the group. Nothing—and no one—drew 
his attention.

“He was handcuffed,” Serena observed. “Or tied. Looks like 
some kind of friction around his wrists.”

Noah looked and saw what she was talking about. They 
weren’t raw, but were definitely bruised. Walter had struggled.

“So he was forced into the chair and cuffed.”
“Our killer knocked him across the mouth too. Knocked out 

a tooth.”
“In the chair, cuffed. Yelling? Why didn’t anyone hear him?”
Jake spoke up. “I asked the security guard about that. It’s 

quiet up here this time of day. Most everyone has classes. Very 
few people around.”

“This sock might explain his silence.” Amy held it up for 
them to see.
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Blood saturated it.
“The killer stuffed it in his mouth to keep him quiet.”
“After he knocked out the tooth.”
“Then he walked behind Walter,” Noah stepped to the back 

of the chair, “and shot him in the head.”
“Why would he go in the closet?” Serena was playing along 

with him—if he couldn’t have Kit, she was the next best thing.
“Because Heather arrived.”
“If she’d had a key . . .”
“Right, but she didn’t.”
“So she left to get help.”

“And our killer stripped down and walked out, stuffing his 
bloody evidence in the bucket of bleach that he planted ahead 
of time in the janitor’s closet.”

Turning back to her, he watched her pull off her gloves and stash 
them in a red hazardous materials bag. She motioned for the two 
men from the coroner that she was finished with Walter’s body.

Then she looked at Noah. “All of those are good observations 
that raise a lot of questions. Sorry I can’t help much. I can tell you 
this,” she reached behind him and handed him a plastic bag, “I 
found this as soon as I walked in. It was lying beside his body.”

Noah held the object and turned it from side to side. “A gavel?”
“Yep. That’s what it looks like to me.”
“Do you think he meant to leave it?”
Serena shot him a look. “I haven’t taken up mind reading yet.”
“Cute.” He pursed his lips. “All right. So our victim is a law 

student. We find a miniature gavel on the floor next to him. Is 
it his? Or the killer’s?”

“Good questions.”
“The lab can run it for prints and see what we come up with. 

What else do you have?”
She blew out a sigh. “From the size of the wound, I can tell 

you that Walter was killed with a small-caliber handgun. Prob-
ably easy to hide, easy to use. Single gunshot wound to the back 
of the head at close range.”
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“Why did Walter let him inside in the first place?” Noah an-
swered his own question. “He trusted whoever it was.”

“That’s my guess.”
Noah blew out a sigh. “So we just track down everyone he 

knows on campus, ask each one where they were between 8:00 
and 9:00 this morning, check each story, and find out who’s 
lying. Should take, what?” he mused, “two or three months to 
go through all that?”

Serena clucked her sympathy.
Tossing the sarcasm aside, he said, “All right, I’m done here.” He 

wished Kit could have walked the scene with him, but she’d have 
the photographs. Noah had requested more than usual—pictures 
from every conceivable angle so she would have the scene in detail.

He watched the men roll Walter’s body toward the door and 
something clicked. “Wait a minute.” The men stopped and Noah 
pulled the white sheet back to examine Walter’s wrist.

Serena paused. “What is it?”
“Does it look like he’s missing a watch he wears regularly?”
“That’s some pretty white skin in the midst of a developing 

tan. If you discount the marks made by whatever he was re-
strained with.”

“Either he didn’t have time to put the watch on before he 
was killed—”

“—or the killer took it,” Serena finished for him.
“Yeah.” He looked at Jake, who was in the midst of packing 

up his gear. “Hey, Jake, did you guys find a watch anywhere?”
Jake thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Nope, no 

watch. I’m positive, but I can check the contents of what we 
recovered if you want. But there wasn’t any watch.”

“Okay, thanks.” Noah exchanged a look with Serena. “Inter-
esting. Wonder what that means?”

“You have any other murder cases matching this MO?”
“Not that I can think of offhand. I’ll pass it on to Captain 

Caruthers. He’ll be familiar with any cases where the murderer 
takes an item off his victim.”
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“All right. I’ve got to get back to the lab.”
“And I’ve got a partner to check on.”
Worry ate at him. They’d been partners for a little over three 

weeks; he’d barely had a chance to argue with his superior about 
the fact that he wasn’t ready for another partner yet when he’d 
been informed of his pairing with Kit.

And he’d specifically not been ready for a female partner. His 
heart still ached for the last one—not in a romantic sense, but just 
for the loss. She’d never known it, but her husband had come 
to him and placed a heavy burden on his shoulders. “Watch out 
for her, Noah. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

And he’d failed. She died.
Did this one have a husband or significant other who would 

expect him to babysit her?
Not wanting to find out, he’d protested, been voted down, 

and Kit had knocked on his door two hours later. The instant 
zing of attraction he felt when he saw her standing there had 
simply fueled his ire.

Resigned to the possibility of babysitting her on the job, he 
snapped at her to get her tail in gear. She merely blinked at him 
and arched a brow.

Then meandered over close enough for him to smell her per-
fume. He liked it. She leaned in, standing in his space, making 
him a tad uncomfortable. But his feet would rot before he’d 
back away from her.

Very softly, she spoke. “Let’s get one thing straight right now, 
partner.” She nearly growled the word. “You treat me with re-
spect, I’ll return the favor. If you can’t do that, we’re going to 
have some very serious issues. And frankly, I don’t need issues 
with someone I’m going to have to trust my life with. Are we 
clear?”

He crossed his arms, jutted his chin. “Trust is earned, lady.”
“Yes.” Finally she moved back a step. “It is. But so is disgust. I 

don’t know who did a number on you, but it wasn’t me. I don’t 
deserve it and won’t accept it.”
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Guilt hit him and he silently admitted she was right. Out loud, 
he said, “Then let’s get started.”

They managed a truce of sorts over the next two weeks while 
he showed her the outstanding cases and brought her up to date 
on everything they’d be working on.

Now, as Noah pulled into the trailer park, he had to admit it 
hadn’t taken her long to earn his respect. He climbed out of the 
unmarked car. The heat sucker punched him as beads of sweat 
immediately put in an appearance on his forehead and upper 
lip. How he hated summer. And technically summer hadn’t even 
arrived. It was only the second day of May.

The air breathed tension as he crossed the dusty gravel drive 
to duck into the air-conditioned SERT van. He sucked in a breath 
of cool air and looked at Charlie Dunn, who worked at the com-
puter. “How’s she doing?”

“Hanging in there. I think she’s actually going to talk him 
down.”

“She have on a vest?”
Charlie sighed and rubbed his chin. “She did when she went 

in. Don’t know how she’d keep it on in there without passing 
out, though. Bet you ten she took it off.”

“I’m not a betting man. So, what’s up with her? She can’t 
stay out of the line of fire and talk him down? By going in there, 
she’s just given this guy another hostage!”

Agitated, he slipped on an earpiece to listen.
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