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Prologue


There is no witness so dreadful, no accuser so terrible, as the conscience that dwells in the heart of every man.

—Polybius




It is justice, not charity, that is wanting in the world.

—Mary Wollstonecraft






The moon over New Orleans was a thin silver sickle, the dense night air scented with salt and the musk from the surrounding swamps; Lucas McCloud lay prone on the roof of the building, the familiar weight of a Remington rifle pressed hard against the hollow of his shoulder. His cheek rested against the wooden stock. Lucas didn’t know how long he’d been in the same spot, in the same pose. He’d learned to be silent, still, and patient. And disinterested in anything but the target that kept moving in and out of the night scope’s crosshairs.

The French Quarter had glowed with red twilight when the hostage team had arrived at the small shotgun house. Now the only light came from the neon flash of the strip joint across the street. There should have been streetlights, but they’d probably been shot out by criminals who preferred no audience for the indecencies human beings could perpetrate against one another. Lucas didn’t mind the dark; the night scope didn’t need much light. He didn’t mind the waiting. Nor did he have any interest in the conversation taking place between the team negotiator and Lucas’s target, who, on a murderous spree, had already killed four people, including a Louisiana state trooper, and had now taken a nineteen-year-old college student from Baton Rouge hostage.

If Lucas heard the conversation, he might make the mistake of getting emotionally involved, which would only complicate what he was paid to do. It was important to keep his work in the abstract, to not allow the slightest tinge of doubt to creep into his mind. And brooding about the results afterward was only asking for trouble.

The rifle was an old friend. When he’d first arrived on the roof, he’d loaded a total of five rounds to satisfy the Bureau’s desk jockeys: four in the magazine, one in the chamber. He had no intention of using the four in the magazine. One shot, one kill. It was the marine sniper motto, one Lucas had lived by during the Desert Storm war.

Focused as he was, he was aware only on the most distant level of the others involved in this Code Red situation. The Containment Team had secured the outer perimeter, restricting the target area. The Rescue Team, whose specialties were firing on the move, room entries, and evacuating hostages, waited inside the perimeter along with the Arrest Team.

As members of the FBI Hostage Rescue Team, Lucas and his spotter provided observation and intelligence at the crime scene, along with their more obvious duty of precision suspect neutralization. A damn stupid euphemism for taking the life of another human being, he’d always thought.

His spotter, Jack Barnes, a fellow former marine scout, sat in a folding chair nearby, calmly drinking coffee. Lucas never drank caffeine; it jangled the nerves, something a guy in his business couldn’t allow. Barnes’s job was to listen to the ongoing conversation on the earphones. When he got the green light from the team on the ground, he’d pass the order on to Lucas, who’d bring the Remington’s hammer down and bring an end to the standoff.

Moody blues floated seductively on the night air; Lucas didn’t notice.

A rat scurried through the shadows, his eyes shining in the thin slash of moonlight. Lucas didn’t care.

He watched the target pacing back and forth in front of the window, phone to his ear, a shotgun in his hand. Even without sound, Lucas could sense that the tension level was cranking up inside the house. It wouldn’t be long now.

He squinted and ordered his mind to stay cool and collected. The New Orleans humidity could affect bullet trajectory, but he’d adjusted for that. His finger caressed the trigger as he steadied his lungs and slowed his heart, seeking the stillness deep within himself as he waited.

One shot. One kill.








1



Seven years later

It was the holiday season in New Orleans. The green St. Charles streetcar was packed with last-minute shoppers as it clattered past historic homes garlanded in white Christmas lights; the mood was festive, bustling, and decidedly contagious.

As she left the car and drifted into the French Quarter, Lark Stewart couldn’t remember feeling so happy. So free.

Cheerful carols of wise men and herald angels blended with the cacophony of jazz and blues pouring from the open doorways on Bourbon Street. Lark exchanged Christmas greetings with a group of tourists laden down with packages. Caught up in her enjoyment of the season, she didn’t notice when several of the shoppers excitedly turned to watch as she continued strolling beneath the famed cast-iron balconies from which more lights sparkled. Nor was she aware of camera shutters clicking madly away when she paused to study a display of T-shirts and Mardi Gras masks in a storefront window.

A pair of earrings caught her attention, drawing her into the store where she handed a ten-dollar bill to a bored teenager who possessed even less holiday spirit than the Grinch. Undeterred by the girl’s unwelcoming attitude, Lark left the store with small green trees flashing gaily from her earlobes.

A block away, she entered an Irish pub where a Loreena McKennit wannabe was pulling off a heartfelt rendition of “A Wexford Carol.” Believing her sparkly new earrings were drawing the stares, Lark pasted a vague smile on her face as she made her way through the crowd and ordered a Coke from a bartender who looked as if he’d just gotten off the boat from the Auld Sod.

“It’s on the house, Ms. Stewart,” he said when she tried to pay.

“I’m sorry.” Her smile slipped slightly. “I believe you have me confused with someone else.”

A look of surprise flashed across his ruddy face, then, as if catching on to a joke, he winked. “Right.” He put a glass in front of her. “Well, it’s on the house, anyway. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too,” she said cheerfully. New Orleans was such a lovely town, with such charming people. Maybe she’d just settle down here instead of going on to…

Where?

An image wavered on the far reaches of her mind. A bus with a vista of the blue-tinged Smoky Mountains painted on its side, headed down the road to…

Lark shook her head. It didn’t matter, she decided, focusing on the singer who, while not possessing Loreena’s extraordinary voice, still hit all the right notes.

As she sipped the drink, a memory flashed through Lark’s mind. She’d been here before. The pub was an Irish outpost in the French Quarter, not the least bit flashy, with a small wraparound bar, dart boards on the wall, and the soundless television tuned to a soccer game.

The moment she entered the pub’s smoke-hazed darkness, her gaze was drawn immediately to a small wooden table in the back of the room, where Lucas McCloud sat hunkered over a pint of Guinness.

She took a deep breath, screwed up her courage, and made her way through the crowd.

“So, have you seen the ghosts?” she asked with an abundance of false cheer.

He glanced up, his midnight-dark eyes remote. He didn’t seem all that surprised to see her. Nor did he offer a word of welcome.

“I read about them in a guide on the way down here.” She pulled out the extra chair and sat across from him. Their knees touched beneath the small table. If she had her way, there’d be a lot more touching before the night was over.

“There are supposedly five ghosts living in the courtyard. One’s the wife of a former owner; another’s a different owner who appears to be searching for something. The third and fourth are yet another former owner who killed either his secretary or his servant—just which is a little unclear—because she wouldn’t have an affair with him. Then he killed himself.

“And the fifth ghost is a little boy who got separated from his mother in the Quarter and died. The story goes that his spirit wandered in here, looking for her, and the other ghosts took him in.”

Nothing.

He’d gone back to staring into the Guinness as if the secrets of the universe could be found in the dark, foam-topped depths. But she hadn’t come all this way to be ignored.

“That’s so tragic and sweet at the same time, don’t you think? I’m working on a song about it. I’m having a little trouble getting the bridge right, but—”

“What are you doing here?”

He was so different. And it wasn’t just the marine haircut that had left him with nearly a shaved scalp, save for the little patch of black on the top of his head that made him appear larger and far more forbidding than the boy she’d fallen heart over heels in love with. He’d never been all that talkative, but now he’d turned dark and moody. Definitely not encouraging.

Lark reached out and covered his hand. She’d always loved his hands, loved the way they looked, so dark and strong against her fair skin, loved the way they felt stroking her eager body, creating rivers of flame.

“That should be obvious. I came to see you.” She hitched in a breath before he could counter with the argument she’d heard before. “And because I refuse to believe you really don’t want me.”

His answering laugh was harsh and humorless. “And people actually believe you’re the shy Stewart sister.”

“I am. But not with you.” Sensing the faint crack in his armor, she linked their fingers together. “Never with you, Lucas.”

“No.” He turned their joined hands over. His thumb began tracing absent little circles on her palm. “Not with me.” He sighed heavily, like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders. “I’m shipping out.”

“I know.” His sister, who’d moved to New Orleans with her new husband, had called to tell Lark he’d surprised them with a visit before heading off to war. The moment she’d hung up, Lark had, without a moment’s regret, blown off a meeting with a record producer she’d been trying to convince to give her an audition for the past two years, and rushed to Louisiana. “You’ve changed.”

“Nobody stays eighteen forever.”

“Thank God.” She’d cried for weeks after he’d left Highland Falls. Her heart had been broken. All the way here from Nashville, Lark had assured herself that this time all she was risking was her pride. Unfortunately, her heart was still as vulnerable to this man as it had been in her teens.

“I’m not asking for forever after, Lucas.” She touched her free hand to his cheek and felt the muscle clench beneath her fingertips. “If this one night is all we’re destined to have, then it’ll be enough for me.”

There was no one on this earth who knew her as well as Lucas McCloud did. He shook his head slowly, obviously aware that she was lying. She wanted much, much more—and they both knew it.

“My hotel’s around the corner,” he said.

“I know.” Nearly weeping with relief, she managed a faint smile. “I didn’t want to carry my suitcase all through the French Quarter, so I asked the bellman to take it up to your room.”

“Why am I not surprised?” His tone was dry, resigned. “I doubt there’s a man on earth who could resist you.”

“It’s not that way. He’s a sweet old fellow who has to be at least eighty, if he’s a day.”

“No matter. A woman like you makes a man remember things he’d thought he’d put behind him.”

As Lucas had left her behind.

No! She wasn’t going to dwell on the past. Nor was she going to think about the future. There was only now—this stolen moment in time with this man she’d always loved. Would always love.

“Possibly he was remembering,” she allowed. “But only because I reminded him of his wife. He was in the South Pacific during World War II and they spent their last night before he shipped out in the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco.”

His lips curved in a quick slash of a smile that reminded her of the boy who’d pulled her beneath the water in the pool behind Firefly Falls the summer she’d been sixteen. When they’d come to the surface together, arms and legs tangled, a dizzying sensation had swept over her, making her so weak, he’d ended up carrying her out of the water. As she’d looked up at his handsome face, Lark had wished she could remain in his arms forever. Five years later, she felt the same way.

“It figures you’d know a total stranger’s life story within two minutes of meeting him.” His dark brown eyes warmed with the gentle fondness that had won her heart. Strain began to melt away, replaced by familiar desire. “It’s that connection with people that’s going to make the world fall in love with you.”

I only want you to be in love with me. Prudently, she kept that thought to herself.

Later, she couldn’t remember the walk from the pub to the hotel. She did recall, in vivid clarity, the way he’d lifted her into his arms, and with his mouth hot and hard on hers, carried her across the threshold, just as a groom would carry his bride.

Their first coupling had been hot, quick, and stormy. Then, passions too long denied satisfied, Lucas slowed the pace, using his hands, lips, and teeth to drive Lark to the brink again and again, until she was writhing on the tangled sheets, begging for release.

And still, when it finally came, it was not enough.

They made love as if there’d be no tomorrow. Which there might well not be. A soft, rosy lavender light was slipping between the slats of the hurricane shutters when Lark finally drifted off to sleep, her head on his chest, his arms holding her close.

He was gone when she woke up. The only proof that he’d been there was the stiffness in her muscles and a brief, almost terse good-bye note left on the pillow atop of pair of marine-issue dog tags.

Her first thought had been panic: if Lucas was killed in the war, without the identification, how would anyone recognize his body? The note had relieved that fear, assuring her that he had an extra set—although it wasn’t officially allowed, apparently “everyone” did it. Then, proving that he’d been thinking of her, as she had him, he admitted that he’d intended the tags for her all along.

He did not promise to marry her when he returned home from the Gulf. He didn’t even sign the note with love. But the tags spoke volumes, and as she slipped them over her head, the metal feeling cold against her bare skin, Lark vowed to wear them until he returned to her safe and sound.

“You sure you’re doing okay?” the bartender asked, jerking her back to the present. He was looking at her strangely in the blue neon glow.

“I’m fine,” Lark assured him not quite truthfully, as she realized, with a slash of concern, that the U.S. Marine she’d spent that night of hot, unbridled sex with so many years ago was the sole memory of her life.

The bartender gave her another long, silent look, then wiped his hands on a towel and went to the end of the bar. Lark watched him pick up the black house phone, but with his back turned toward her, she couldn’t hear him above the singer. The conversation was brief, then he was back, refilling her glass with another spritz of Coke.

His smile was reassuring when he slid the drink across the bar, causing her prick of concern to fade away. Everything would come back to her. All she had to do was relax and enjoy this perfect stolen moment in this perfect City That Care Forgot.

But a few minutes later, a pair of uniformed police officers appeared at her elbow. One was a woman about Lark’s height of five-feet-five, with the kind of toned body that came from working out, and sleek dark hair. Her uniform looked custom-tailored and her black leather cop shoes had a spit shine. The other cop was male, taller than his partner, his winter blues looking as if he’d slept in them.

“Lark Stewart?” the female cop asked. Her green eyes, as she looked straight into Lark’s, were as hard as her body.

“I’m sorry.” Lark felt something inside her shift. “I’m not Lark Stewart.”

“I’m sorry.” The man’s kind, rumpled face echoed his words. “But I’m going to have to ask you to come with us, Ms. Stewart.”

A headache she’d forgotten about while riding the streetcar began to pound. She lifted a hand to her temple, felt something sticky beneath her hair and stared at the red stain on her fingertips.

It was only after she was outside, and the nice cop had warned her against bumping her head on the roof of the patrol car, that Lark noticed, in the flashing red-and-blue strobe of the emergency light, the scarlet blood spattered across the front of her beaded white gown.
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The nightmare jerked Lucas from a tortured sleep. He sat bolt upright in bed, drenched in sweat, the bedding kicked into a heap on the floor, reliving that deadly Christmas Eve seven years ago.

God, what he wouldn’t give for a drink! The smooth slide of bourbon, the cool splash of beer, the tang of tequila, numbing his mind, blocking out images too painful to remember. The problem was that there was a point before blessed oblivion set in when the memories attacked from all sides, like a team of snipers.

“You don’t drink alcohol.” Sometimes saying it out loud helped.

He took a deep breath and managed to slow his pulse enough to keep it from pounding against his eardrums. Even awake, he was still sweating; the four walls of the bedroom were closing in on him.

Fighting off the temptation to slide back into the bad old days, he crawled out of bed on unsteady legs, pulled on thick wool socks, then grabbed his jeans off a chair and yanked them on. He layered a flannel shirt over a thermal one, jerked on his boots, shrugged into the jacket hanging on the hook by the door, and went outside.

Ice crystals sparkled in the snow and in the bracing mountain air that cleared his head. A full moon hung low in the sky, lighting his way as he walked through the woods, but Lucas could have made his way blindfolded. He knew this mountain intimately, the way a longtime lover knows the curves and valleys of a woman’s body.

His nerves were still buzzing like high-voltage power lines in morning fog as he waded through the snow. Forcing his mind to dwell on more positive images, he paused beside the frozen stream where he’d shot his first buck. He’d been twelve years old and had worked mowing lawns in the summer, shoveling sidewalks and driveways in the winter, delivering The Highland Herald, and bagging groceries at the Tartan Market, along with going to school.

He’d been underage for the market job, but since locals believed in instilling children with a strong work ethic, no one in town was about to turn him in. Lucas was the oldest of five children and the only son of Jed McCloud, a part-time truck driver for the Stewart family distillery. The Stewarts, who were the closest thing Highland Falls had to royalty—even living in a massive stone reproduction of a medieval castle—made premium whiskey from a secret recipe an ancestor had brought with him from the Scottish Highlands. Highlander’s Pride had driven the local economy for more than two centuries.

Having been driven off their land in County Clare prior to the American Revolution, Lucas’s ancestors had arrived in a region that became populated mostly by Scots. The McClouds were farmers, with broad backs as strong as their will. Lucas’s father, claiming a strong distaste for working from dawn to dusk, falling into bed before dark, then rising again before sunrise the next morning to begin the entire cycle all over again, had broken with that tradition.

Besides hating the hardscrabble life of an Appalachian farm, Jed McCloud wasn’t much happier behind the wheel of a delivery truck. Though none of his get-rich-quick schemes ever worked, he wasn’t embarrassed about the financial or legal problems, blaming them on bad luck or unfair competition. He was a glib man who used his Black Irish good looks and practiced charm to win the trust of both men and women. Especially women.

He was also a binge alcoholic who possessed a violent side that few but his family knew about. Once, Lucas had flattened a tire on the family’s rusty old pickup to keep his father from driving drunk. Enraged when he’d discovered the vandalism, Jed made him change the tire, then had broken his ten-year-old son’s arm.

After getting a neighbor to watch his younger sisters, Lucas walked the two miles to the hospital. The nurse at the reception desk called his mother, who arrived from her job fixing corpses’ hair at a funeral parlor in Asheville, just as the doctor was encasing his arm in a heavy plaster cast. The pungent, antiseptic odor of the ER didn’t quite overcome the smell that clung to Paula McCloud’s hair and clothes. On the Saturday mornings when Lucas collected his paper route money, he’d noticed that other mothers smelled of flowers or cookies. For as long as he could remember, his own had smelled of death and embalming fluid.

“Don’t worry, Lucas,” she’d assured him. “Your father won’t remember what you did tomorrow.”

Don’t talk. Don’t feel. Don’t tell. If you ignore it, maybe it won’t hurt as bad. Denial had been the family motto.

Lucas heard a rustling of bushes. A white-tailed deer came browsing among the trees, returning Lucas’s thoughts to the day of the buck. He’d just turned twelve when Harlan Boone, Highland Falls’s sheriff, had shown up at the Tartan Market with a shiny new Winchester. The instant Lucas took the rifle from the leather case, it felt absolutely right in his hands. Going into the woods at the edge of town, they shot at tin cans until dark.

“Hot damn,” Harlan had said as Lucas sent can after can flying off tree stumps. “You’ve got yourself a natural talent for shooting, son.”

He didn’t know it at the time, but that afternoon would determine the course of Lucas’s life. Target practice became an obsession as he honed his skill, and three weeks later, on the opening day of hunting season, he was out in the woods with the sheriff when a four-point buck appeared from out of the mist. The older man passed the shot to Lucas who, with adrenaline coursing through his veins, raised the Winchester and jammed the stock against his shoulder as he’d been taught.

His hands weren’t as steady as they’d been when peppering Del Monte and Budweiser cans, and the weight of responsibility felt even heavier on his shoulders as he realized that if he made this shot, his family would have meat for the long winter. He took a deep breath. He hadn’t yet developed the ability to slow his heartbeat, but he managed to calm his nerves.

The buck was posed in the crosshairs like a glossy photograph from the cover of Field and Stream. Lucas pulled the trigger with the steady movement he’d been practicing. The shot rang out, cracking like broken glass through the morning air, echoing over the rounded mountaintops. The buck’s knees crumbled and he fell right where he’d been standing.

The sheriff slapped his shoulder. “I knew you could do it, boy.”

Lucas’s chest swelled at hearing such rare words of praise, but when they reached the fallen deer, a sharp pang of regret for having taken the life of such a magnificent animal robbed him of his earlier thrill.

Harlan sensed Lucas’s ambivalence. “If God hadn’t meant for you to bring venison home to your mama, he wouldn’t have given you the talent to shoot, son.”

The affirmation, stated in a mild, matter-of-fact way, made Lucas feel better. But killing the buck had also driven home the realization that all life was valuable, and that anyone who took it upon himself to snuff out a life ought to be damn sure he could live with the consequences.

Which Lucas had done. Until that night on the New Orleans rooftop…

“Don’t go there.” Surely there was some memory that wouldn’t send his mind back through that labyrinth of tragedy.

A figure clad in a black motorcycle jacket and filthy, oil-stained jeans appeared in front of him, his lips twisted in a snarl. What’s the matter, McCloud? Guilt hanging a little heavy these days?

The man, whose mocking eyes gleamed like flames, was one of several ghosts who’d haunted Lucas over the years—among them an enemy soldier who’d ambushed a tank unit on the Iraqi-Kuwait border, a sicko white supremacist who’d climbed into the belfry of a Portland, Oregon church and began taking target practice at African-American third graders jumping rope on the playground of a neighboring Catholic school, and a father of three who’d held his children hostage at gun-point because he’d believed his wife was having an affair with the contractor remodeling their den. Those ghosts had always lurked in the shadows, waiting for Lucas in his dreams.

But not Aaron Bragg. There’d been a time when Bragg had taunted him ceaselessly, night and day. Since Lucas had dried out two years ago, he’d managed to keep the mass murderer at bay. Most of the time.

“Go to hell, Bragg.”

Newsflash, McCloud, I’m already there. His breath was rank; his yellow teeth flashed in a wolfish smile. And I’m saving you a place right next to me. Think of it, Special Agent: me and you, spending eternity together.

He barked a coarse, deep laugh that sent a flurry of startled birds into the air from the winter-bare branches of a nearby tree.

Then, with a mocking wink, he faded away into the mist, leaving behind the stench of death.

“Sick son of a bitch.”

Hoping that the flames in hell were as hot as those fire-and-brimstone tent revival preachers always hollered about, Lucas doggedly forged on, following the stream until he reached a frozen, shimmering, pale blue waterfall.

A bittersweet memory of Lark Stewart, her smooth flesh warmed to gold by the high summer sun, her hair a wet, shiny chestnut sliding down her bare back as he’d carried her from the pool, strummed a deep, almost painful chord. A week later he’d left Highland Falls, deserting the girl he’d loved.

More guilt roiled in his gut. Feeling the woods beginning to crowd in on him, Lucas headed back toward the house with Lark’s latest hit single, “Born to Be Lonely,” echoing in his mind.

 

Was she being arrested? And if so, for what? Lark had never been a coward, but she was afraid to ask. Afraid of the answer.

Unfortunately, the two cops weren’t volunteering anything.

She pressed a hand against her fear-knotted stomach and struggled not to be sick. Despite the hot air blowing from the dashboard of the police cruiser, she was suddenly so, so cold. She rubbed her arms in an attempt to warm up, but it didn’t help.

Not jail, Lark realized with a surge of relief as they pulled up in front of the building. A hospital. She touched her fingers to her forehead again and wondered why she couldn’t remember what had happened to her.

The emergency room was a large, brightly lit human beehive. Apparently not everyone had gotten the news that it was the season of goodwill. An old man—homeless from the looks and smell of him—sat in a molded plastic chair, his hand wrapped in a filthy, blood-soaked rag as he patiently awaited his turn; a young woman lay on a gurney, silently weeping as a team worked on her battered face; and behind a curtain a baby in obvious distress screamed.

A tuxedo-clad man and a woman dressed in scarlet sequins and draped in diamonds had apparently indulged in too much holiday cheer. The driver had plowed into a tree along Lakeshore Drive, causing their Mercedes’s airbags to inflate. The woman, still obviously drunk, cursed like a longshoreman while the doctor treated her superficial facial burns.

Confused and terrified, Lark was pulled into the frantic activity; her ruined dress was cut off her, then a team of doctors and nurses took her vital signs, checked her from head to toe for injuries, and sent her off for X-rays and a CT scan.

“Other than a concussion and some nasty scrapes and bruises, there doesn’t seem to be anything physically wrong with you,” reported the neurologist who’d been called in to examine the brain scan.

Lark would have been relieved at her words were it not for the female cop who’d remained with her during her time in the ER and was still there by the door, uniformed arms crossed.

“Why can’t I remember anything?”

“It’s not unusual to have short-term memory loss following a head injury.” The neurologist’s professional smile was meant to reassure. “However, your memory loss goes beyond that, since there’s seemingly a loss of identity.”

She tapped a plastic ballpoint pen against her metal clipboard. “I don’t want to make a diagnosis without running a battery of psychological tests, but there’s a possibility you might be suffering a hysterical reaction. Or a fugue.”

“I don’t believe I’m hysterical.” The fact that she’d been thrown into such a surreal situation and wasn’t screaming suggested she was normally a calm, even-tempered person.

A young man wearing blue scrubs appeared in the doorway. “You’re needed back in the ER, STAT, Dr. Thompson. The EMTs just brought in a jumper, and Dr. Burke’s tied up with a head injury from a rollover on I-10.”

“I’m sorry,” the doctor told Lark as she sprinted from the room. “We’ll have to continue this later.”

Lark was wondering what she was supposed to do next when two men, clad in dark suits and trench coats, appeared in the open doorway.

“Ms. Stewart?” asked the taller man, a trim African-American with graying hair.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know.” She was no longer certain of anything.

“Then you’d be…?” The second man’s French Cajun accent did nothing to soften his tone.

“I’m really not sure.” Her throat tightened; Lark swallowed to dislodge the lump. “The doctor said something about a fugue, but other than the musical kind, I’ve no idea what that is.”

“It’s a form of temporary amnesia, often triggered by stress or trauma,” the first man said. “In our business, we run across it every once in a while. I’m Detective Wayne Jordan, New Orleans PD.” He flipped open a wallet, flashing his badge. “This is Detective Dave Deveraux.” He nodded toward his partner, whose grim-faced ID photo reminded Lark of the Most Wanted posters in post offices. “We’re here in regards to the shooting of Daniel Murphy.”

“Shooting?” Her brain couldn’t process the word; it was as if he’d started speaking Swahili. She shot a look toward the patrol woman, whose unblinking expression gave nothing away.

“Daniel Murphy was shot in Pirate’s Alley around midnight,” Detective Jordan’s baritone voice echoed oddly, as if he were speaking from a cave in the bottom of the sea.

“That can’t be.”

Lark felt the blood draining from her face. She began to shake as reality flooded back with dizzying speed. Dear God, it was possible for your entire life to pass in front of your eyes! She was Lark Stewart. And Danny was one of her closest friends.

A Nashville veteran and longtime studio musician, Danny had been with her from the beginning.

They’d met while recording demo tapes, and it had been his idea to record their own CDs while waiting for a major label to discover them. It had also been Danny’s idea to form a small band and go out on the road, singing in the arenas that couldn’t afford big stars, selling their CDs after the shows.

It hadn’t been easy and they certainly hadn’t traveled in luxury, but as it turned out, getting away from Tennessee had proven good for her, eventually allowing her to overcome the need to always look over her shoulder. It had been like having a big brother to tour with, since Danny—who, at six-feet-five made an imposing presence—had always been there to protect her.

He’d also always made her laugh and kept up her sagging spirits as the battered old bus wound its way across America on what he’d dubbed the “Mud and Dust Tour” of rural county rodeos. When their fortunes improved, about the same time she’d married a former rodeo bronc rider, she’d moved to her own bus with her husband, who became her manager.

But she’d dearly missed her “big brother’s” sunny company, and after separating from Cody, she’d gone back to traveling with the band.

“How is he?” she asked, still trying to focus. “Where is he?”

“He’s in surgery,” Detective Jordan revealed.

“They’re trying to remove the bullet from his skull,” Deveraux tacked on.

The idea was incomprehensible. Lark’s vision blurred and her stomach, which had been tied up in knots since the two cops had taken her out of the pub, clenched. When she doubled over, Jordan grabbed a metal basin from a nearby counter and stuck it in front of her just in time.

“I’m sorry,” she managed weakly, after she’d finished throwing up. She was afraid, shaken, and embarrassed.

“It happens,” the detective answered matter-of-factly as he took the basin away, wetted a paper towel in the metal sink and handed it to her.

“Are you claiming you don’t remember the shooting?” Deveraux asked with open skepticism. His lips were a thin blade.

Lark’s mouth tasted as if she’d been sucking up Mississippi Delta mud. Her headache had turned blinding. She dragged her fingers through her hair in a nervous gesture, and flinched as they brushed over the bandaged abrasion.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” she said with a calm she was a long way from feeling.

“Yet you were seen leaving the arena with him after your show,” Jordan reported. Unlike his partner’s voice, there wasn’t a hint of judgment in his tone.

Concentrate! Lark desperately tried to focus, which was difficult to do with the angry static buzz in her brain. “I remember doing the concert.” The energy generated from the sold-out crowd in the New Orleans arena had been contagious.

Seven months ago she’d taken control of her life, divorcing her unfaithful husband and throwing out the flash and dazzle theatrics Cody had insisted she incorporate into her act, returning to just standing on the stage, playing her flattop acoustic guitar backed by a five-piece band. From the first concert, the revamped show had drawn raves from reviewers and fans.

“A friend of Danny’s was playing in a new blues club on St. Peters,” she recalled. “I was still jazzed from the show and knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Since I never eat before a performance, I was starving. And the club’s supposed to have the best ribs in town.”

“It does,” Jordan agreed. His dark eyes were encouraging. “What next?”

A vision swirled just barely out of reach, as if viewed through a blurry camera lens. She struggled to bring it into focus. “We took a cab to the Quarter.”

She could suddenly see it so clearly: the Creole Queen blazing with lights on the Mississippi, the Café du Monde, draped in heavy sheets of yellowed plastic to protect customers from the weather, the faithful arriving at the St. Louis Cathedral for midnight mass.

“Then what?”

Good question. Think, dammit! Lark frowned in concentration and focused hard, which increased the stabbing pain in her head, and drew a blank.

“I don’t know…I bought some earrings.” She lifted an absent hand to her bare earlobe.

“They were put in a properties envelope when you were admitted to the ER,” the cop at the door finally spoke.

“Then I went into a pub and ordered a Coke.” There was no point in sharing memories of having been there with Lucas McCloud. That was so long ago, it could have been another life. “I wasn’t there very long—perhaps five minutes—when two police officers arrived, told me I needed to come with them and put me in the back of their patrol car.” Ice skimmed down her spine at the memory. “The blood all over my dress…”

She couldn’t say it. Dreaded thinking it. Lark drew in a deep breath, then tried again. “Was it Danny’s?”

“We won’t know for certain until it gets back from the lab,” Jordan said. “But since your wounds are fairly minor, the best guess is that it’s the victim’s blood.”

The victim.

Surely this was some horrible nightmare! Lark squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again, desperately hoping to find herself in bed on the bus. But she was still in this ice-cold room with laminated charts of the human body tacked onto pea-soup colored walls.

Just when she thought things couldn’t get any worse, a brunette in her twenties opened the door, and the tension in the room immediately thickened.

“This is Police Officer Farrell,” Jordan introduced the uniform-clad woman.

“From the Scientific Criminal Investigations Division,” Deveraux added in his just-the-facts-ma’am tone.

“Or SCI, as those of us who work there refer to it.” Officer Farrell’s smile was the warmest Lark had witnessed from the police thus far. “I still think New Orleans would have made a lot sexier spinoff to that TV show than Miami.” She placed a small kit on a wheeled table. “Our French Quarter is much more atmospheric than all those pink buildings.”

“Officer Farrell will be testing you for residue,” Deveraux informed Lark, brusquely cutting off the pleasantries.

“Residue?” Surely he couldn’t think…

“Gunshot residue,” Jordan explained. “It’s standard police procedure to test everyone involved in a crime, Ms. Stewart. The sooner we can eliminate you as a suspect, the sooner we can go about apprehending the suspect.”

His encouraging words were at direct odds with Deveraux’s grim, suspicious face. Lark wondered if she should ask for an attorney, then immediately dismissed the idea. The police needed to capture whoever it was who’d shot Danny, before he attacked another innocent person.

Lark felt a distant pain in her hands, looked down and saw that her nails were digging into her palms. She held out her hands palms up, as instructed, and fought for strength as she battled tears.
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Knowing there’d be no more sleep tonight, Lucas went to work in his shop, an old barn built by his great-grandfather.

A few years ago, he’d begun making furniture to give himself something to do besides drink. After he’d sent a piece as a wedding present to his sister Rachel, who’d gotten herself engaged to a Wall Street banker, she’d shown off the chifforobe to all her friends. To Lucas’s amazement—and occasional vexation—a demand had instantly arisen for his work.

As he planed a farm table he’d built from recycled wormy chestnut he’d found at a salvage yard in Charlotte, the phone rang. Middle-of-the-night phone calls never meant good news.

He scooped up the receiver. “McCloud.”

“Lucas, this is Zelda Stewart. I’m so relieved you’re home!”

“I usually am at”—he glanced at his watch—“two in the morning.”

“Is it two? I was so upset, I didn’t stop to calculate the time difference. I’m stuck out here on an island in the middle of the Aegean and need your help.”

“My help?” He doubted he’d seen Lark’s aunt more than half a dozen times in the seven years he’d been back in Highland Falls. Why the hell had she picked him, out of all the people in the county to call?

“It’s Lark. She’s in trouble.”

He felt the blow, low and sharp, as if he’d been hit in the gut with an ax. “What kind of trouble?”

“That’s just it, dammit—I don’t know. But I have this dreadful feeling that something’s gone terribly wrong.”

Zelda Stewart’s feelings were legend in these mountains. Born with The Sight, she was the town’s only witch, now that Una Gunn had passed on a week after her one hundred-and-fourth birthday.

“I’ve done two readings and the tower card came up both times.” She paused, as if expecting him to respond.

Lucas obliged her. “And the tower card supposedly means?”

“An unexpected shock or disaster is going to completely change my darling Lark’s life.”

Lucas didn’t believe in second sight, Ouija boards, or any other kind of hocus-pocus. He’d also never bought into the idea of Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy so there was no way he’d believe a deck of pretty picture cards could predict the future.

“Where is she?” he asked.

“In New Orleans. She did a Christmas Eve concert there tonight and is booked for a Christmas matinee, then another night show.”

“And the reason you’re calling me is?”

“You’re an FBI Special Agent.”

“I left the Bureau seven years ago.” Actually, it had been seven years, two days, and seven hours.

“I refuse to believe you don’t still have connections there. Besides, you loved my niece.”

He sighed. “That was a long time ago, Zelda.” And he’d been a far different man.

“Some things, time can’t erase. I realize you don’t get out much, but did you happen to hear that Lark’s divorced?”

“That would have been hard to miss.” The tabloid headlines had screamed the news at him for weeks whenever he’d gone into town to buy groceries.

“She was still with that son of a bitch Cody Armstrong when she was home for the Highland Games this past May. Which, I noticed, you didn’t attend.”

“I was busy.”

Zelda didn’t bother to challenge the statement. “She didn’t say much about her marital situation while she was here, but it was obvious she was miserable.” She paused. “Your name came up.”

Dammit, just the idea that she’d been thinking of him caused a spike in Lucas’s heartbeat. Lark had been his first love, as he’d been hers. He’d had other lovers over the years; having become an expert at hit-and-run relationships, more than he could count. But no other woman had ever touched his heart.

“There may be a lot of water under the bridge between the two of you, but I refuse to believe she’s the only person with regrets,” Zelda conjectured.

Lucas didn’t answer.

“I don’t know exactly what happened when she took off for New Orleans to be with you before you went off to war, but anyone could tell that you broke my baby girl’s heart, Lucas McCloud.”

“I know.” And he’d slashed his own to ribbons in the process.

“However, since I understand that you were only, in your foolish, hardheaded male way, trying to protect her, I’m willing to forgive you. Now, I need you to call the New Orleans police department,” she said briskly. “No one there will tell me a blessed thing, and I can’t get any information from any of the hospitals.”

“Doesn’t Lark have a cell phone? Did you try that?”

“Of course I did. It doesn’t answer and I keep getting sent into voice mail.”

“Perhaps she turned it off so no one would wake her up with a middle-of-the-night phone call.”

“My memory must be going in my old age, because I don’t recall you being such a smart-ass,” Zelda shot back. “I know your mama brought you up better than to treat a lady with sarcasm.”

“Yes, ma’am, she did,” he agreed, feeling about eight years old again.

A chorus girl turned successful mystery writer, Lark’s aunt Zelda was a combination of Auntie Mame and Dolly Parton. She also was the most strong-willed individual Lucas had ever met.

“Have you spoken with any of the other family members? Maybe they’ve heard from her,” he suggested.

“I doubt it; we’re scattered all over the globe this holiday. My baby girl’s in trouble, Lucas, and I need you to find out why.” Her usually self-assured voice wavered.

“I’m sure everything’s just fine,” he said. Something sounding suspiciously like a sniffle came across the long-distance line. Christ, was she crying? “But I’ll call NOPD and see if they know anything.”

“Thank you, darling. I knew I could count on you. Oh, and Lucas?”

He stiffened at the suddenly sympathetic tone, guessing what was coming.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said softly.

Knowing there was no point in saying he had no idea what she was talking about, Lucas said nothing.

“Even as a little boy, you were always shouldering responsibility for others, but it’s time you moved on,” she said. “No one blames you for what happened that summer, darling. Least of all Lark. She adored you.”

As he had her.

Recalling the stormy August day everything had turned dark and ugly still tore Lucas apart.

Having already taken enough strolls down memory lane for one night, he hung up.

Twenty minutes later, Lucas was sitting at the heavy kitchen table built from pine grown and harvested on McCloud land, wondering how the hell he was going to tell Zelda that not only had her niece been involved in a shooting that could have taken her life, but a call to an old friend from his days in the FBI revealed something NOPD hadn’t even picked up on yet: Dr. William Guest—an anesthesiologist who’d lost his medical license after being arrested for kidnapping, assault, false imprisonment, and twice stalking Lark—had escaped from prison.

[image: space]

There had never been any question that William Guest would be a doctor. As soon as he could reach the faucet with a step stool, he’d been taught to scrub his hands for ten minutes with the stiff-bristled brush.

At three he was already visiting the hospital as William Senior strode down the hallways like visiting royalty with his entourage of assistants. Despite disgruntled muttering from nurses and lower-pecking-order physicians, he’d scrubbed and entered the operating room for the first time at twelve, where he’d witnessed his demanding father slam an overhead light against a resident’s head for not moving fast enough.

That was the day William decided that one of the reasons his father had become a surgeon was so he could scream obscenities and throw instruments in the OR. So long as too many of Dr. William Guest’s patients didn’t die on the table, no one dared call him on his behavior.

During a family Thanksgiving dinner during his internship, William had made the mistake of mentioning that the chief psych resident thought that he could have a strong career in psychiatry.

His father, who’d been carving the turkey at the time, reacted with the speed that had made him the fastest closer of all the surgical residents at Johns Hopkins back in 1965. He drove the scalpel-sharp carving knife through his wife’s Irish lace tablecloth, deep into the cherry wood of the table.

“No son of mine’s going to become a goddamn head-shrinker,” he’d bellowed. “They’re all quacks and as nutty as frigging fruitcakes. Hell, I wouldn’t send my dog to any one of them.” A moot point, since, abhorring dirt or disorder, he’d never permitted William to have so much as a goldfish. “My son will be a surgeon. End of discussion.”

As the physician swept an imperious gaze around the table at his in-laws and wife, none of whom were going to risk saying a word, William imagined pulling the knife out of the table and slicing his father’s throat. The dangerous mood passed like a summer thunderstorm.

“Now, who wants white meat?” Dr. William Guest asked, unaware that in his son’s fevered brain, blood was spurting from his severed jugular, turning the snowy white Irish lace tablecloth crimson.

Since he clearly had no choice about his future, William managed to complete his grueling surgery internship with the help of judicious self-medication. He was in his second year of residency, on a weekend trip home to visit his parents, when they’d both conveniently died in a house fire after his mother had fallen asleep while smoking a cigarette.

Before William Senior had even been put into the ground, his son had switched from surgery to anesthesiology. Since the patients were unconscious, he didn’t have to deal with them. Also, anesthesiologists lived in a world of drugs, which made acquiring them for himself very easy.

Over the ensuing years, William had been asked to leave the staffs of various hospitals due to suspicions of drug use, but since it was considered bad manners to accuse a colleague of being an addict, he was able to take the popular “geographic cure.” By moving from hospital to hospital, state to state, his past never followed him and by avoiding street drugs, he stayed clear of the law.

Until fourteen years ago, in Highland Falls, when he’d been arrested by that rube county sheriff. It wasn’t as if he’d done anything wrong; after all, how could you kidnap and imprison your own wife?

He’d insisted that Lark Stewart could confirm that he—who had, by the way, given up a lucrative medical practice to center his entire life around his teenage bride—was no kidnapper. But once cops decided you were guilty, there was no reasoning with them.

He was initially charged with kidnapping, aggravated assault, and aggravated sexual assault, but fortunately his parents’ death had left him a wealthy man, so a dream team of attorneys had managed to make the kidnapping charge go away. Unfortunately, a jury of ignorant, inbred mountain people found him guilty of the remaining charges, forcing him to spend the next eleven years in prison.

Six months after his release, the police, obviously on a vendetta, had burst into his Nashville home and arrested him for stalking Lark. Adding insult to injury, they released photographs of the inside of his house to reporters.

Of course the media had leaped on the story in a piranha-like feeding frenzy, forcing him to endure painful public ridicule. So he’d collected photographs of Lark Stewart—what was wrong with that?

He was her husband; it was only natural that he was her number one fan. So what if his walls were papered with images of Lark? She was away from Nashville most of the year and being able to see her in every room of the house helped ease the crushing loneliness he was forced to suffer while she was on tour.

But talking to the shrink had been like talking to a goddamn wall, making him think his father was right about them all being quacks.

While the uptight psychiatrist had kept any personal thoughts to herself, his new attorney had not minced words.

“The problem is,” his lawyer said in their first meeting, “I doubt many members of her fan club have a dungeon in their basement or have cut and pasted pictures of her face, and theirs, onto naked bodies downloaded from hard-core, bondage porn sites, to make her look like their sexual slave.

“That, in itself, is not against the law,” the lawyer droned on, “so long as the photos are for personal use and local jurisdictions don’t make such sites illegal—which, by the way, some in Tennessee do. Where you got into trouble, Dr. Guest, along with violating the conditions of your parole by contacting Lark Stewart in the first place, was using the U.S. postal service and email to send those altered pictures to Ms. Stewart. That’s a clear violation of the Interstate Stalking Act.”

“You can’t stalk your own wife,” he insisted.

“There’s never been a marriage license issued in any state of the union for you and Lark Stewart. And do you have an excuse for that pistol in your jacket when her security guards stopped you from going onto her bus?”

“It’s a rough city. I was merely protecting her when those goons got in the way.”

That’s what a husband did, after all. Protect his wife.

He’d dedicated his life to Lark. And how had she demonstrated her appreciation? By swearing on the Bible that he’d been harassing her.

The first time she’d testified against him, he’d been willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. After all, she was just a teenager, who might not understand the sanctity of marriage. Especially one that hadn’t been consummated, thanks to the untimely arrival of the sheriff and that crazy McCloud kid—who’d attacked him like a rabid dog. She just needed more training. More discipline.

But as he’d watched the cool young woman she’d become testify at his second trial in Nashville, William had seethed with rage. How could she betray him yet again?

He’d first seen Lark while lying on a motel bed in Knoxville, where he’d been attending a medical conference at the University of Tennessee, channel surfing as he drifted on a cloud of fentanyl scored from an appendectomy. A local news program was promoting a pretty young singer from Highland Falls with one of those corny “day in the life” bios.

He’d been about to flip past the broadcast when she pulled a carton of orange juice from her home refrigerator. Stunned, he’d sat bolt upright in bed, the shock of recognition scorching through his floating drug haze.

Oh my God! Tropicana was the same brand he used! Without pulp!

As he stared at the screen, Lark Stewart’s remarkable golden eyes locked on to his, sending him a secret message.

You’re the man I’ve spent my entire life looking for, William. A powerful man who’ll take care of me, protect me, and love me in exchange for my absolute devotion. Can you feel that we’re soulmates? Destined to spend eternity together?

“Oh, yes.”

He’d wasted thousands of dollars on women paid to play submissive to his dominant. But when the discipline sessions ended, instead of feeling powerful, William was left increasingly frustrated.

Now that he’d finally found his sweet, innocent, little girl, he would become Lark Stewart’s protector. He’d mold her, encourage her to bloom under his care like a flower that turns toward the sun for warmth, and when she became a star, he’d not only be her Master, he’d be her Number One Fan.

The moment the clip ended, he began haphazardly tossing clothes into a suitcase. Two hours later, he’d reached Highland Falls.

Unfortunately, things didn’t go exactly as planned. Mistakes were made. But the long hours spent locked in a cell did give him more time to focus on his wife and to figure out a way to prove to her that fate had determined they’d be together.

During his first incarceration, he’d also learned that prison worked on the same sort of hierarchy as a hospital. The trick to success was to make friends in high places. So, the second time he was railroaded behind bars, he knew that as distasteful as it was to mingle with convict trash, he had to begin networking.

Next on his agenda would be using those contacts—and his inherited wealth—to escape from the hellhole of his prison cell.

Then, once he was free, he was going to teach his naughty little wife the meaning of “Until death us do part.”
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