
[image: Hunted, by Karen Robards.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



This book is dedicated to my editor, Lauren McKenna, who has been absolutely fantastic as always and has gone above and beyond with this one. It is also dedicated to Louise Burke, with profound appreciation for her support, and to the entire staff of Gallery/Pocket Books. And, finally, it is dedicated to my husband, Doug, and my sons Peter, Christopher, and Jack, with love.



CHAPTER ONE


IT WAS THE KIDS that got to him. Every damned time.

Even now that Social Services had taken the little girl away, New Orleans PD homicide detective Reed Ware couldn’t get the crumpled, tear-stained face of the mop-haired five-year-old who had just watched her mama get shot to death out of his mind.

He needed a drink. Several drinks. Hell, a whole bottle of Jack Daniel’s, hold the glass.

For a moment, he craved the smoky smoothness of whiskey on his tongue. Then he reminded himself that he didn’t drink anymore.

And refused to allow himself to remember the reason why.

Do not go there.

It was just after 3 a.m. on December 23. Two full days to go before Christmas, and the seasonal crime wave was in full swing. Something about the holidays—the pressure of dealing with family, the loneliness of those without family or whose families were broken, the expectations, the disappointments, and in New Orleans especially, the booze and drugs—added up to a measurable uptick in the number of murders and violent crimes as people looked forward (or not) to the arrival of good old St. Nick.

Peace and goodwill toward all, anybody?

The cracked brick sidewalk Reed was standing on was shrouded in shadows that were kept from being dangerously dark only by the gassy yellow streetlights that dotted the French Quarter. Despite the lateness of the hour, even this out-of-the-way area near Canal Street was not quite deserted. A couple of onlookers huddled together across the street, faceless in the dark as they watched the comings and goings of the investigation. A few more people slunk along the sidewalks, oblivious or uncaring. Somewhere not too far away, he could hear a street musician on a violin playing what sounded like “O Holy Night.”

The irony of it didn’t escape him.

He was just coming off his shift, which had run way longer than expected because he had been, what else, investigating a homicide—the homicide of that little girl’s mother to be precise. It was horrible. And it was the job. The job that paid for the dinged-up six-year-old Ford Explorer—his personal vehicle—waiting for him at the curb and the dinged-up two-bedroom cottage with the dinged-up microwave dinner in the freezer waiting for him a dozen blocks away in Bywater.

He hadn’t chosen to become a cop for the salary. Or the perks. Or the hours. Or the, well, anything. Except once, a long time ago, a cop was all he had ever wanted to be.

Look at him now: thirty-five years old, no family, precious few friends, not even a cat to go home to. Living the dream, he thought wryly.

Laissez les bons temps rouler. Let the good times roll.

“Merry Christmas, huh?” That weary remark came from his new partner, Bob Terry, as he caught up to Reed in front of the run-down apartment building where the murder scene was still being processed. Terry had actually been his partner for a little over a year now, but Reed called him his new partner to differentiate Terry from his old partner, Elliot DeBlassis, who’d moved to Boston at the insistence of his new wife, Helena, who was from there. She had gotten sick of the heat and humidity that were as much a part of the city as gumbo and jazz—along with, of course, the crime and the gangs and the never-ending violence and threat of danger to her husband that was part of being a cop in New Orleans.

She’s the smart one, was what Reed had told DeBlassis at the time. Parting from his longtime partner and closest friend would have been hard, except by then he’d become so emotionally numb that nothing had really bothered him anymore.

“Yeah,” he replied to Terry. Terry was thirty-three, about Reed’s own height of six two, husky and blond where Reed was lean and dark, and at the moment packing an extra twenty pounds or so from sympathy eating while his wife, Mia, had been pregnant. The infant was three months old now, and Terry was looking haggard from lack of sleep. “You go on home. I’ll do the paperwork.”

That was the thing about crime: it always came with paperwork. Reams of it.

Terry was a good guy. He even hesitated a minute. “You sure?”

Reed waved him away. “Tell Mia she owes me one.”

“Will do. Thanks.” Terry took off down the line of police vehicles that had parked alongside the curb toward his own seen-better-days Honda Accord.

Reed watched Terry leave, then got in the Explorer and headed toward the Eighth District Station House. People moved along the sidewalks in ones and twos, little more than black shapes in the darkness, most of them holding the plastic cups in which they were allowed to carry alcoholic beverages on the streets as they flitted from bar to bar. The bars had no closing time, and the people who frequented them all had about the same amount of restraint, or lack thereof, which led to a lot of booze-related crime. The Christmas decorations were up, twinkly festoons of greenery hanging from the wrought iron balconies, wreaths on the doors of every other shop, red bows on every other post. Like the Quarter itself, the decorations looked slightly seedy, shabby, raffish. So late at night, the atmosphere was straight out of Dickens. Or Interview with the Vampire.

He was just turning onto Royal Street when his cell phone rang.

A glance at the name on his screen made him frown. Elizabeth Townes? He didn’t know anybody by that name, as far as he could remember.

Suspicion narrowed his eyes. Only a very few people had his personal cell phone number.

“Ware,” he answered.

“Hey, Dick, you want to see what I’m talking about, you get yourself over to Grandma’s House and come on down that alley back there.” Even if the dick hadn’t been a dead giveaway—it was a smart-ass way of shortening detective—Reed would have recognized the voice instantly, despite its current barely audible whisper. It belonged to Hollis Bayard. Holly was an eighteen-year-old street tough whose rap sheet ranged from theft (stealing things like cell phones from unsuspecting tourists), to underage drinking, to marijuana possession, to assault on a police officer. All of which, fortunately for him, occurred before he had turned eighteen two months before. Since the magic birthday that had made him a legal adult, he’d managed to avoid being picked up. Reed had zero confidence that Holly’s luck would last. “Shit’s popping right now.”

The whisper was the giveaway: Holly was close to whatever was going down. If he knew Holly, he was too damned close.

Reed felt his gut clench. For whatever unfathomable reason, he felt a small amount of responsibility toward the kid. The Quarter was one of those places where minding your own business was prized. You didn’t, you could get yourself killed.

Lately, minding his own business wasn’t Holly’s strong point.

Grandma’s House was slang for the headquarters of the 110ers gang, a murderous bunch of drug and gun traffickers that even the cops were afraid of. If Holly got in their way, he’d be floating facedown in the muddy brown waters of the Mississippi before morning.

“You haul ass out of there,” Reed ordered. He was already hanging a hard left and putting the pedal to the metal. Luckily, at this time of night, vehicular traffic in the Quarter was almost nil. “You hear me? Whatever it is, I’ll handle it. I’m on my way.”

“Holy fuck,” Holly muttered, not in response to anything Reed had said, and the phone disconnected. Reed listened to the buzzing sound with a combination of alarm and wrath. He’d known Holly and his family since the kid was maybe ten years old, when, as a vice cop, he’d busted Holly’s prostitute mother, Magnolia. He’d discovered her two little kids—Holly and his then five-year-old brother, Anton, universally known as Ant—curled up asleep in the propped-open trunk of the beat-up Saturn where she’d been turning tricks. Holly was a pain in the ass, one of those kids who found trouble like water found low ground, but he wasn’t bad at heart. Over the years, as Reed had busted Magnolia multiple times and then, after he got promoted out of vice, been around as other cops had busted her, he’d gotten to know Holly and Ant pretty well. He’d found himself looking out for them a little, doling out advice and warnings, to which they mostly didn’t listen, trying to steer them away from getting involved with the gangs running rampant in the city, providing protection if he was around and they needed it, offering them the occasional meal, and handing over a few bucks when one of them particularly needed something, like shoes. Six months ago, Magnolia had been shot to death along with her drug dealer boyfriend. It hadn’t been Reed’s case, but he’d informally looked into it anyway and saw no reason to disagree with the findings: they’d been the victims of a rival pusher, who’d since bit the big one himself, as the result of more street crime.

Holly had a bee in his bonnet, a crackpot theory, about who had killed his mother. Unfortunately for the kid’s peace of mind, it didn’t jibe with the official version. It was, in a word, wrong, but Holly had been slinking around, listening to rumors floating on the streets, sticking his nose into places he was better off keeping out of, trying to prove otherwise.

From that phone call, Reed had little doubt that Holly was at his amateur sleuthing again.

You’re going to get your idiot self killed, was the furious thought Reed sent winging Holly’s way as he jerked the Explorer around on practically two wheels to make yet another tight corner.

What it came down to was that Holly, and Ant, too, were still reeling from their mother’s death. Magnolia had had her faults, but she had been a fiercely protective mother who had loved her two sons. Against long odds, she’d managed to keep both boys in school, and when she’d died in June, Holly had been on track to graduate high school in one more year, while Ant had just finished up fifth grade. Since then, Holly had pretty much gone to school when he’d felt like it, which Reed suspected hadn’t been all that much. Ant was doing better about school attendance, but only because Holly, in classic “don’t do what I do, do what I say” mode, stayed on his case about it.

Magnolia might not have suited everyone’s idea of what a good mother should be, but, in Reed’s eyes, and more important in those of her children, she’d been a good mother nonetheless. The way the two boys had hung together since her death was a case in point: she had raised them to love each other. And they had loved her. As Reed had gotten to know her, he’d respected her for that. “I got to put food on the table,” Reed had heard her reply once to a bar owner who was giving her grief about setting up shop too near his establishment. “I got to put a roof over my kids’ heads. Ain’t nobody else gonna take care of them if I don’t.” She was always getting and losing minimum-wage jobs, but as she’d put it, “I can work forty damn hours for what I can earn in four hours turning tricks. And while I’m out there scrubbing toilets for diddly-squat, who’s going to keep my boys out of trouble?” Which she had done her best to do.

Reed still remembered seeing her take a broom to members of the St. Mary Mafia, an offshoot of the 110ers, when they had shown up outside her apartment building to try to get Holly to go somewhere with them. Wielding that broom like a baseball bat, she’d charged out of the building and whopped upside the head three or four of the meanest young toughs in the city, sending them scampering away like rats. Then she had turned around and whopped Holly upside the head with her broom, too, for going outside to talk to them. “You ain’t getting into that shit,” he’d heard her yelling at Holly even as, weapon in hand, Reed had stepped out of his car—he and DeBlassis had been cruising through the complex looking for a suspect—in case the vanquished punks had decided to turn back around and mother and son had needed more protection than just Magnolia’s broom.

The small apartment that Magnolia, Holly, and Ant had shared—lost, now, in the wake of Magnolia’s death—had been for the most part a happy place. In the last year or so of her life Magnolia’s twin weaknesses—feel-good drugs and no-good men—had begun to take a toll. Every loser who had passed through her life had been a bad influence in one way or another, and with the last one, the drug dealer with whom she’d been killed, she’d spiraled as low as Reed had ever seen her. She and Holly had been fighting pretty much nonstop over her escalating drug use and her scumbag boyfriend in the days before she had died, and Reed suspected that guilt over that was mixed in with Holly’s grief. Whether or not that was the case, Magnolia’s death had hit Holly—and Ant—hard. It was still a constant presence in their thoughts, their lives, their dreams. They were still in denial, still going through those useless if only I had done this or that differently, it wouldn’t have happened that way scenarios in their minds.

Reed understood. He’d been there himself. Sometimes, although with lessening frequency now, he found himself back there. He was pretty sure that that was one of the reasons he’d bonded like he had with Holly and Ant over the last few months: he knew what it was like to lose the person you loved most in the world. He knew what it was like to feel like you were slowly bleeding to death inside.

Three years before, he’d lost his own young son in a car accident that had also killed his ex-wife. The world had been a different place for him ever since. What had once been brightly colored and full of warmth and life was now gray and cold and dead. From the time of his son’s death until Magnolia had died, nothing and no one had been able to penetrate the icy barrier of grief and regret that had encased him. But in Holly’s and Ant’s anguish, he’d seen a reflection of his own. Those boys had needed someone, and for lack of any alternative, that someone had turned out to be him. The three of them had somehow managed to grab hold of one another in the darkness, and now, for better or worse, they were connected.

He didn’t particularly like it, but there it was: they turned to him when they needed help, and he looked out for them when he could.

Since Magnolia’s death, Ant had been placed in a foster home, from which he’d promptly run away to rejoin Holly (nobody in officialdom seemed to care), who crashed with his girlfriend Edie’s large family in a tiny apartment on Port Street when they would have him, and on various friends’ couches when they wouldn’t. Several times lately, Reed had gotten home in the middle of the night to find Holly and Ant sacked out on his front porch. He’d taken them in, let them sleep out what was left of the night in his spare bedroom, fed them breakfast in the morning, and then, the daylight and full stomachs making them cocky, the boys had been on their way.

So far, Holly had even managed to refrain from stealing anything from Reed, which, given his predilection for small electronics and the fact that Reed’s house contained a lot of them, was something.

To Reed’s mild surprise, Grandma’s House—a seedy storefront on the wrong side of Elysian Fields—was dark as a grave. Nobody on the sidewalk out front. Not a wino, not a punk, not a pusher, not a hooker. No activity at all. No sign of Holly or anyone else. Just mist wafting like smoke down the sidewalk, illuminated by a fragment of moonlight from the not-quite-full ghostly circle hanging high in the onyx sky. The narrow mouth of an alley yawned black as a tar pit to the building’s left. Cursing under his breath, Reed parked and got out.

No sign of Holly. Too much to hope that the kid had listened to him for once and left the scene. No, Holly was down that alley, in the thick of whatever he’d summoned Reed to see. Reed knew it as well as he knew his own name.

Goddamn it.

He could smell the dampness of the river, the smoky, boozy essence of the Quarter, and a hint of ripe garbage, too, as, gun drawn, he headed down the alley. He moved fast but cautiously, his footsteps quiet on the uneven cobblestones. A couple of paces in, and the darkness swallowed him up. Two- and three-story brick buildings formed a solid wall on either side of what was a narrow, uneven canyon. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that the walls were windowless. Metal garbage cans, most of them missing their lids, stood in clusters around recessed doorways. All was quiet except for the hum of distant noise from elsewhere in the Quarter and a steady drip of water somewhere nearer at hand. It made Reed think of the swamp he’d grown up in, how you could always tell when a predator was nearby because all the birds had flown away.

Something’s wrong. His pulse rate quickened along with his step. He was on high alert now, scanning the shadows with care even as he focused on the lessening of dark at the end of the alley, which, if memory served him correctly, opened onto a small church with a surrounding cemetery.

Whatever’s going down is probably going down there. Even as he had the thought, he caught a glimmer of movement out of the corner of his eye. A split-second later, something leaped out of a doorway and rushed him.

His heart jumped.

“Dick!” The cry was no less heartfelt for being scarcely louder than a whisper.

Not Holly: Ant. Jesus Christ, a man with less steady nerves would have shot the kid. Unlike Holly’s, Ant’s usage of Dick was entirely without malice: it was simply what he’d learned, from a young age, to call the police detective who’d been a fixture in his life for as long as he could remember. Thirteen now, skinny and undersized, black hair buzzed and big eyes shining in the darkness, he grabbed the sleeve of Reed’s sport jacket and bounced up and down on the balls of his feet with agitation as he pointed toward the end of the alley.

“Holly’s down there. Some guys came—I think he’s watching them rob some people.” Ant sounded breathless.

Doing his best to tamp down the curses that crowded to the tip of his tongue, Reed was already moving again—faster but still deliberate—in that direction, with Ant, having let go of Reed’s jacket, trotting beside him.

“You follow him here?” he asked Ant in a growly undertone, because to Holly’s credit, Reed knew that if he’d thought something bad was going to go down, he wouldn’t have brought his little brother anywhere near it. Ant shrugged guiltily. Reed had his answer: yes. “My car’s out there on the street. Go crawl under it and wait for me.”

In Reed’s experience, even in the deadliest of street confrontations, even if the bullets were flying and the bad guys were mowing each other down like weeds, nobody ever looked under a vehicle for potential targets. Therefore, especially at night and for a kid Ant’s size, having him take shelter beneath a vehicle was way safer than, say, passing over the keys to the Explorer and telling him to hide in the backseat. Everybody always looked in the backseat.

“What?” The look Ant gave him was disbelieving.

Reed’s answer was short. “Do what I tell you.”

“But I don’t—”

The rest of Ant’s words were lost as a woman screamed. The terror-filled sound sliced through the darkness like a knife, making Reed’s muscles tense and the hair on the back of his neck catapult upright as his gaze snapped toward the sound. A split second later the sharp pop pop pop pop of gunfire exploded through the alley. It was close, loud, and almost certainly coming from the cemetery just a couple of dozen yards ahead.

Shit.

“Go get under my damn car,” he barked at Ant as he broke into a dead run and, at the same time, yanked his radio from his belt. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Ant melt back into the shadows. Damned pain-in-the-ass kid—would he do as he was told? “Officer needs assistance at—”

He had just finished giving the address as he burst out of the alley into streaming moonlight, then pulled up to orient himself, pressing his back against the flat wall of the side of the last building. Juiced by adrenaline, blinking against what felt like a sudden onslaught of brightness, it was all he could do to stop himself before he possibly got in trouble, to give himself time to let his eyes adjust and conduct a lightning survey of the scene. An ancient wrought iron fence edged the cemetery that was just a couple of yards away. The fence surrounded an overgrown lot, which housed a church in the middle—equally ancient, no more than a chapel really, a one-story brick shoebox with a crooked steeple. Behind it—he had exited the alley at the back of the church, which faced out on a narrow residential street—monuments ranging from knee-high marble arches to six-foot-tall stone angels leaned mostly out of plumb and cast long shadows over weed-infested plots. A slamming of doors and a squealing of tires made him look sharply toward the street in front of the church, although he couldn’t see the vehicle in question because the church itself was in the way. The buildings across from the church were dark and deserted: not a soul in sight. A whooshing sound, and he knew the vehicle was gone.

Movement nearby brought his focus instantly back closer at hand.

Holly stepped out of the shadow of one of the stone angels. Five ten, lanky in the way of a kid who hadn’t yet filled out, wearing his uniform of jeans and a hoodie, he impatiently pushed his too-long black hair back behind his ears as he struggled with a small object that he was holding up in front of his face. A phone, Reed identified a second later. Elizabeth Townes’ stolen phone, almost certainly. Holly was focusing the phone, as well as every bit of his attention, on something that appeared to be on the ground in front of him. Something that the darkness, and the shifting shadows, and the monuments that semiblocked his view, prevented Reed from seeing.

Holly was taking pictures with the phone. Of what? Reed couldn’t yet tell, but the quick answer was, it couldn’t be anything good.

Reed thrust the radio back into position on his belt, tightened his grip on his gun, then took a running step and vaulted the thigh-high fence.

“Holly.” His footsteps were soundless in the overgrown grass. His voice was quiet as he came up to the kid. Holly cut a glance at him. Visually probing the darkness all around, Reed identified no threat. But danger and violence hung in the air: like any good cop, he could feel them in his bones the way some people feel rain.

“I saw ’em! I told you! They acted like they wanted to make a buy, and then they shot them!” It was an emotion-packed whisper. Holly’s hands shook. His eyes were wild. “I got pictures. I think. This damned phone—”

“Yo. Everything okay?” Ant slunk up behind them.

Holly turned on him. “I told you not to follow me!”

“I told you to get under the damned car!” Reed growled at almost the same moment. Of course Ant hadn’t done as he was told. By either of them. That was Ant.

Ant threw up his hands in a gesture meant to be placating. “I thought you all might need some help.”

“From you?” Holly countered scornfully.

Reed missed the rest of that brotherly exchange, because by then his eyes had adjusted enough to find what he was praying he wouldn’t see—victims, sprawled in the shadow of an above-the-ground crypt maybe thirty feet away.

His gut tightened.

“Fuck.” Reed felt more tired than he could remember feeling in a long time as he started toward the motionless figures. He had little doubt that they were dead, probably as Holly had said, the victims of a drug deal gone bad, just a few more casualties of the escalating, gang-related violence that was tearing the city apart. So many murders provided him with job security and all that, but truth was this shit was getting old. Even he, hardened to violent death as he was, was beginning to be sickened by all of it.

Not for the first time, he wondered if he was in danger of getting burned out.

“It’s the same thing that happened to Mom.” Holly’s whisper was urgent as, with Ant trailing him like a shadow, he followed Reed. Crouching to check each victim in turn for a pulse—there were four of them, two adult males, an adult female, and a boy who looked like he was about Ant’s age—Reed registered the raw meat smell of fresh blood with a grimace. What looked like oily black halos leached into the grass around each victim’s head. He placed two fingers beneath the ear of the youngest victim. Like the others, he had a bullet hole between his eyes. Nice and neat. Death would have been instantaneous. No pulse, big surprise, although the boy was still warm. His wide-open eyes were already glazed and vacant as he stared sightlessly up at the night sky.

Another goddamned kid. Two minutes earlier, and I might have been able to save him.

Reed could feel the pounding of his own pulse in his temples.

“You listening to me?” Holly demanded, and Reed frowned up at him. The teen was standing over him, waving the stolen phone practically in his face. Holly continued, “This time I saw them. For real. I even took pictures. I mean, if I did it right. Anyway, it’s like I told you: it’s the five-o.”

By five-o, Holly meant the cops.

“Would you give it a rest?” For an instant, as he held Holly’s gaze, a graphic mental picture of Magnolia’s corpse flashed in front of Reed’s eyes. A once-pretty woman aged prematurely by the life she’d led, she’d had a bullet hole drilled through her forehead, too, just like all four of these victims did. Thing was, though, as every officer who went through the police academy learned, torso shots were the high percentage shots. A couple of rounds from a 9mm pumped into a chest would stop pretty much anything. Head shots like these were the trademark of gang members, not cops. “No way in hell were they cops.”

“Way.” Holly darted a glance in the direction of the fast-approaching sirens that were growing louder with every second, and shifted nervously from foot to foot. “What, you think I don’t know what I saw? I’m telling you the truth.”

“Give me that phone.” Reed stood up abruptly and took the phone from Holly’s hand, ignoring the kid’s indignant “Hey!” in response. The victims were beyond help: there was nothing Reed or anyone else could do for them except find out who had killed them. As an eyewitness to the murders, Holly would be invaluable to the investigation—with or without a phone full of pictures—and he would also be dead, just as soon as the perps found out about him and what he had seen. Holstering his gun, Reed slid the phone into his pocket, pulled out his keys, and wrested away his house key from the others.

“Go to my house. You and Ant. Let yourselves in, and stay put until I get there. Don’t talk to anybody about this or anything else. Do not tell anyone that you were at the scene of these murders. Hear?”

“What am I, stupid?” Holly asked with disgust. He caught the key Reed tossed him without argument, which told Reed that he knew just how deep he was in the shit. Casting another wary glance in the direction from which the sirens were shrieking now as the posse Reed had summoned closed in, Holly thrust the key into the front pocket of his jeans, then looked at Reed again. “I ain’t lying. I swear. It was a bunch of cops. Like, four.”

“We’ll hash this out when I get home,” Reed told him. “Go.”

“Yeah.” Holly grabbed Ant by the arm. “Come on,” he said to his brother.

Lips compressed, Reed watched Holly and Ant scramble over the fence and vanish into the dark as, lights flashing, a pair of squad cars slammed to a shuddering halt in front of the church.



CHAPTER TWO


THE THING ABOUT the steamy heat of New Orleans was, sometimes it had a tendency to seep into its residents’ brains. Where it drove them all kinds of crazy. Mix that with the holiday season, include a full moon on Christmas Eve, add in plentiful amounts of booze, and the city was ripe for trouble. What you got was the proverbial Bad Moon Rising, which it was, big and yellow as a tennis ball right over the smooth black waters of Lake Pontchartrain.

At about fifteen minutes before midnight, all hell broke loose.

“Where is he? Is he going to shoot?”

“He has a bomb!”

“Liza! Has anyone seen Liza?”

“Run! Keep going!”

That last bellowed order came from a cop. It sent adrenaline surging through the veins of Jefferson Parish Police Sergeant Caroline Wallace, who was shooting that malevolent moon a grim look even as she ran toward the mansions fronting the lake. It punctuated the panicked voices that somehow managed to reach her ears above the bedlam created by the intermingling of wailing sirens and shouts amplified by bullhorns and hovering helicopters. Sprinting for the Mobile Command Unit—a white van parked at the curb directly in front of the crime scene—she threw a quick, harried glance in the direction of the voices to check things out. An explosion of women in glittering ball gowns and men in tuxedos rushed down a long driveway and across the wide street just a few dozen yards away. The harsh glow of police floodlights illuminated the fear in their faces. The uniformed police officers running with them, protecting them, hurrying them along, looked agitated.

Survivors were being evacuated from the beleaguered mansion situated on two waterfront acres directly in front of her. Sixty or more, according to her lightning count.

Which left one burning question: how many remained inside?

When she had arrived on the scene just a few minutes before, the block already had been cordoned off and the perimeter team was sealing off any possible escape route. The perp was trapped, which was both good and bad news: good because he wouldn’t be going anywhere, and bad because, like trapped animals, surrounded humans were always the most dangerous. Her instant conclusion when her pager had gone off with Code 923, which meant hostage situation in progress, was that she, the hostage negotiator on call, was racing to a domestic, because that was most common this close to Christmas. But by the time she’d slammed her cruiser into park on a manicured lawn just down the street that was already thick with official vehicles, she had known that tonight was going to be anything but typical.

Tonight she was going to have to rock and roll.

Jefferson Parish’s top brass, including the sheriff and the council chairman, as well as New Orleans’ superintendent of police and mayor, were among the hostages being held inside the mansion, as she had learned via radio on the way over. That made it personal. That upped the stakes by about a thousand. That made it just that much harder to maintain the necessary distance, that much harder to do her job.

See, the sheriff was her boss. And the NOPD superintendent of police? That would be her dad.

As she ran, she was tightening up her body armor, which she’d learned the hard way not to show up at a crime scene without and which she kept in the trunk of her car, along with various other job-related necessities, for just this kind of occasion. The flak vest was state-of-the-art, designed to be thin and lightweight, yet it was still uncomfortable, still felt big and bulky on her slender, five-six frame. Along with her duty belt that held, among other items, her Glock 22 in its holster, she wore the vest beneath a black windbreaker with JPPD emblazoned across the back. The skirt she’d been wearing on the date the pager call had interrupted was a couple of inches short of her knees, slim fitting and black, while the sleeveless blouse beneath the windbreaker was thin silver silk, with a collarless V-neck that revealed a hint of cleavage. Since she’d had no time to change, she was actually glad for the coverage provided by the collarbone-high rise of the body vest. All she’d had time to do was trade her blazer for the windbreaker, kick off her high heels, slam her feet into the black sneakers that she also kept in the trunk, and grab her gear.

Be prepared. It might be the Girl Scout motto, but it worked for Caroline as well.

Her heart pounded, either from the dash from her car or the thought of what she faced. Deepening her breathing—the air smelled of fresh-cut grass and, faintly, of the wide lake stretching out like an expanse of flat black glass behind the houses in front of her—she tried to concentrate on mentally chilling out and easing into professional mode. What she was going for was cool, calm control.

Ice, ice, baby. That was her reputation. That was how she rolled.

As usual, lives depended on it. Tonight the lives of some of New Orleans’ most powerful people might depend on it. Her father’s life might depend on it.

Caroline wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“Yo, Wallace! Chop-chop! Need you to get busy pouring some oil on the water in there.” The voice yelling at her out of the dark belonged to her good friend Lt. Jorge Esteban. He ran one of the TELS units, which told her that snipers were on the scene. She spotted him through the shadows, standing at the base of a cherry picker hoisting a basket with its cargo of one black-clad police sharpshooter high in the air. With the houses as far apart as they were, and given the nature of the exclusive neighborhood, which was as well manicured and flat as a golf course, she was guessing the logistics of getting off a kill shot were going to be difficult.

It was her job to make sure a kill shot didn’t become necessary. As in, to pour oil on troubled waters until she got them smoothed out.

“On it,” she yelled back as she passed, and finished snapping the rubber band in place around the ponytail she had just scooped her thick, shoulder-length coffee brown hair into, then tucked the tail up under her black JPPD baseball cap. Her eyes, artfully made up tonight to bring out the green tinge in her hazel irises, were busy darting every which way as she tried to gather as much information as she could before the ball bounced into her court.

Sometimes the smallest detail could be used to establish a connection with the perp.

In this case, rich envy was a no-brainer. She could definitely use that, see if he would bite, see if she couldn’t get him feeling like he and she were on the same, poverty-stricken side of the fence. That was key: to make him—hostage takers were almost universally male—feel like she was his ally, like he could trust her. She didn’t know who he was or what his motivation was yet, but that was an easy place to start trying to build some rapport. The palatial houses in this section of Old Metairie were so far out of touch with most people’s lifestyles that it was hard to remember that these enormous structures—with their elaborate fountains, wide porticos, and multiple wings—were indeed people’s homes. With many of them ablaze with Christmas lights, the neighborhood looked like something conjured up by Disney. Directly in front of her, the huge white southern-style mansion where the hostages were being held had been decked out to impress. Festoons of evergreen boughs intertwined with sparkling white lights adorned the three long verandas, one fronting each level of the three-story house. More sparkling white lights illuminated the wide staircase leading up to the front entrance. The small round bushes lining the sidewalk were aglow with lights. Farther out on the lawn (it would be almost sacrilegious to call an expanse of grass so well kept a yard), the small flowering trees had been wrapped in white Christmas lights, too. The revolving red flashes of light from multiple police cruisers that danced across the pillared facade could almost have been part of the holiday decor—if the holiday decor in this exclusive enclave had been real cheesy this year.

’Twas the night before Christmas . . .

And the owner of the house, billionaire Allen Winfield, had been holding his annual black-tie ball. Only the rich, famous, and powerful were inside.

Where some of them—she had no idea of the exact numbers yet—were currently at the mercy of a crazed gunman. Who may or may not have planted bombs throughout the house, and may or may not be wearing a suicide vest with a dead man’s switch that would blow the whole place sky-high.

As a hostage negotiator, it was her job to talk him into giving himself up without harming anyone. Or at least to keep him talking until SWAT could overpower him or a sniper could take him out.

“About damned time.” JPPD Major Tom Dixon, command officer, greeted Caroline with a scowl as she pulled up, breathless, outside the van, before he turned back to continue the discussion that he had been in the midst of. He was in a huddle with senior officers from both police departments—Caroline knew most of them, at least by sight—because, while Jefferson Parish PD had jurisdiction over Old Metairie, the NOPD had a vested interest in what was happening considering that their superintendent of police and the mayor were inside. She knew Dixon well, having been in his chain of command until, after three years on the force, she had been accepted onto the Hostage Negotiation Team and whisked away for the initial FBI-sponsored training course. Given the high-profile nature of this event, she had been informed en route that the two departments were collaborating, with Dixon in charge, at least unless or until another, higher-ranking officer appeared on the scene. Despite the night’s low-seventies temperature, she could see the sheen of sweat on Dixon’s thick-featured face. Well, no surprise there. The burly, gray-haired fifty-five-year-old veteran officer was under a lot of pressure, Caroline knew. If this went down wrong, high-profile casualties were a virtual certainty. Old Metairie could be the next Colorado theater shooting. International headlines. The darling of the twenty-four-hour news cycle. And Dixon could kiss his fanny—and his career and his pension—good-bye.

“I think we should go ahead and send in a man with a dog. At least if the bastard’s really gone and set bombs inside the mansion, the dog can sniff them out and we’ll know where we are,” Paul Villard said. A small, wiry man in his midforties, he was head of the JPPD bomb squad. Although Caroline had never worked directly with him, she had heard via the grapevine that he suffered from so-called little-man syndrome, with its compensatory tendency to be overly aggressive.

It wasn’t her place to object to anything the big boys chose to do. She was the negotiator, not the playmaker. Still, Caroline automatically shook her head. Hostage negotiation Rule Number One: don’t spook the perp.

“The last thing we want to do is get Mr. Winfield’s house blown up,” John Lagasse said uneasily. Average height and looks, muscular and balding, about the same age as Villard, he was in charge of the NOPD’s Special Operations Unit.

“We get in there and find the bombs and disarm them”—Villard’s voice was growly—“and we won’t have to worry about the house blowing up.”

“Yeah, but what if we don’t get them disarmed in time? Or what if we miss one?” Lagasse scowled at Villard. “Forget the damned house: we get a lot of people blown up.”

Dixon made an impatient gesture. “How about we let Wallace give it a try before we do anything else?”

The men turned and looked at her almost as one. Police work was a high-testosterone business, with no room for incompetence. She was the only woman on the hostage negotiator team, and, at twenty-seven, with two years as a full-fledged negotiator under her belt, she was the youngest and least experienced. Add to that the fact that she was the daughter of New Orleans’ superintendent of police, and attractive enough so that she was more or less constantly fending off come-ons from her fellow cops, and skepticism as to her performance abilities had initially abounded. Caroline took pride in the fact that she had laid those concerns to rest. No, she had used them, harnessing them to fuel herself to be the best at her job that she could be.

Which was pretty damned good, if she did say so herself.

She had earned the respect of her fellow officers because she deserved it.

She said, “I’d like to try to establish a connection with the perp before anyone else goes in there. In case he does have the house set to blow.”

The men looked at one another. Villard shrugged. Lagasse looked dubious. Dixon nodded.

“Okay,” Dixon said. “Go ahead.” To the others he added, “She’s good.” Then his eyes slashed back to Caroline and gleamed with sudden humor. “Don’t make me regret saying that.”

Caroline shot him a withering look.

“We got eyes in the house,” a man’s voice called excitedly from inside the van.

“Way to go, Isaacs,” Dixon boomed back. He made a gesture for Caroline to precede him into the van. She did, ascending the fold-down steps into dim overhead lighting and walls lined with desks and computer equipment in a space about the size of a tin can.

“Hey.” Walking forward, she nodded at the two technicians, Rob Isaacs and Kevin Holder, who were seated in front of the control panels. As Dixon stepped inside, behind her she found her attention riveted on the eye-level monitors. There was a row of them, fed by the telescoping antennas that stretched up from the van’s roof like a bug’s feelers.

They were showing scenes from inside the house.

“I was able to hack into the mansion’s security system,” Isaacs said to Dixon.

Caroline barely heard him.

On the monitor to her far left was her father, Col. Martin Wallace, in full dress uniform, not a strand of his snow-white hair out of place, his craggy face set in angry lines. He was seated in a chair in what looked to be a large, wood-paneled library or conference room. Men in tuxedos and women in ball gowns sprawled facedown on the floor in front of him. In a moment she would do a head count, check for visible injuries.

But for now, all she could do was look at her father’s grim face—and at the handsome, black-haired man who held a gun to his head.

Her breathing suspended.

She knew him. More than knew him, in fact. She’d once had a hell of a thing for him.

Over long ago, of course.

One of the NOPD’s own: Detective Reed Ware.

What the hell?

The shock she felt upon identifying him threatened to tip her world on its axis.

She’d be damned if she was going to let it.

“He’s one of us,” she said tightly. “What’s the story?”

Scowling at the monitor, Dixon folded his arms over his chest. “No idea. Nobody’s had a chance to talk to him yet. Only word we’ve gotten about what’s happening in there is from people fleeing the scene.”

“Who called it in?”

His eyes shifted in her direction. “Initial call went out on a silent alarm when somebody hit a panic button in the library. Since then, 911’s been blowing up with cell phone calls. I’d say, everybody in the damned place.”

First things first. “Anybody dead? Wounded?”

“None known so far.”

Caroline felt a glimmer of relief. The situation had not yet totally spiraled out of control. “That’s a plus.”

“You all right to do this?” Dixon asked her. “I know it’s hitting close to home, what with your father being involved. But at midnight on Christmas Eve, getting anybody else out here is going to take some time.”

“I’m fine,” she said, and she was. Absolutely. Even if her heart had started to beat a little faster, and her stomach had twisted itself into a knot.

That was normal, the result of adrenaline. That meant she was on her game.

She was a pro. Lives depended on what she did next. And what she was going to do next was exactly what she had been trained to do: her job.

Which was, first of all, to establish contact. Get Ware on the phone.

“We got a line inside?” she asked Dixon.



CHAPTER THREE


ON THE MONITOR, Caroline watched Ware’s expression change as he registered the sound of the ringing phone. He stretched to punch a button on the instrument, which rested on the massive mahogany desk located at the far end of the room. To do that he used a single finger because, she noticed, both his hands were full—the right one with what looked to be his service weapon and the left one with—a dead man’s switch? She couldn’t be sure. Ware’s leanly muscled, six-foot-two-inch frame had been perched, foot swinging, on a corner of that desk until he heard the phone. As he moved to answer it, his crow-black hair gleamed in the light of a chandelier hanging above the desk. Unlike Dixon, he didn’t appear to be sweating, but his swarthy-skinned, chiseled-featured face was set in tense lines. Like the majority of the guests, he wore a tux. She guessed that was how he had managed to gain entry into the party, to which it was almost certain he had not been invited, because this storied bash was strictly for the rich and influential, and Ware was neither. Whatever, the elegant tux elevated his killer good looks to a whole new level of hot. Beneath the carelessly buttoned jacket, she saw no sign of a suicide vest. Which didn’t mean that he wasn’t in possession of a bomb, just that he didn’t appear to be wearing it.

“Asshole,” she heard her father say clearly, and realized that with one push of a finger Ware had put the phone on his end on speaker. Her phone was not on speaker, and would not be. Specially designed for use in hostage situations, the receiver she was holding was equipped with a button that you had to depress before you spoke into it if you wanted whoever was on the other end to be able to hear you. Otherwise, the handset did not transmit sound, which was the point. In hostage situations, there was generally too much going on in the Mobile Command Unit that the perp didn’t need to hear.

“Shut the hell up,” Ware replied almost amiably as he straightened to nuzzle the back of Martin Wallace’s leonine head with his pistol. “Or I’ll shut you up.”

A muscle twitched in her father’s cheek, which Caroline knew from experience meant that he was absolutely furious, but he didn’t say anything else. No surprise there: contrary to his genial, glad-handing exterior, he was at heart cold and calculating, the opposite of rash. He would bide his time, wait for his opportunity, and strike back hard. Visibly on edge, he was seated in a leather-upholstered accent chair that looked like it was one of a pair designed to face the desk. It had been moved so that it was now directly in front of Ware, facing the room. Caroline recognized the self-control her father was exercising in the set of his shoulders and the thinness of his mouth. Ware’s hand holding the pistol now rested negligently on the rolled leather back of that chair. The pistol’s mouth was just a couple of inches short of the base of her father’s skull. His wrists, she saw, were secured with zip ties to the chair’s arms. A pair of bungee cords around his waist held him fastened in place. There was a bruise on his chin, and a small cut under one eye that had started to scab over. From the reddened scrape along Ware’s left cheekbone and the cut at the corner of his mouth, she surmised that her father, a bull of a man who at fifty-seven still took pride in his physical prowess, had put up a fight.

Only the injuries didn’t look like they had happened within, say, the last hour or so. They looked older than that. Which meant they didn’t fit within the time frame. According to what she had been told, this standoff had started approximately twenty minutes ago.

Something to puzzle over later.

She hadn’t exchanged one word with her father in the last six months, and she wouldn’t have talked to him six months ago if it hadn’t been in the line of duty. They were the opposite of close. When he had lived with Caroline, her mother, and her two younger sisters, he had been a verbally abusive and sometimes even physically violent bully. When she was eighteen, he had divorced her mother, left the family, and married again. On most days, she would have said that she actively despised him.

But seeing him like this awakened all kinds of unsuspected emotions inside her, the simplest of which was a determination to get him, and the rest of the hostages, out of there alive.

I don’t have to like him. I just have to do my job.

Her chest felt tight. She ignored it.

“If you’ve got something to say, say it,” Ware said with a glance at the phone, and Caroline realized that he was talking to her.

Like the rest of Ware’s too-handsome self, the voice was pure Louisiana Cajun.

She depressed the talk button on the phone.

“This is Caroline Wallace, Detective Ware,” she said. “You want to tell me what this is all about?” Her father’s eyes widened. It was the only acknowledgment of her he made. Even if their relationship had been different she wouldn’t have expected anything more, given the situation. Revealing their vulnerabilities could only work in the hostage-taker’s favor, and Martin would know that. The knowledge that her father would be listening to everything she said, evaluating her skills, judging her as he had always judged her, caused her stomach to flutter unexpectedly, and realizing that she was having that reaction annoyed the hell out of her. For the sake of the other hostages, the ones lying facedown on the obviously expensive Oriental rug with their hands zip-tied behind their backs, the ones whose fear she could practically feel through the monitor, she needed to keep her emotions out of it. To do what she had been trained to do to the best of her ability, and forget about everything else. With that in mind, she almost went personal. Almost called the perp Reed, as she had years ago. But she didn’t: too many ears were around to hear, too many minds to speculate, too many memories to jog. Once upon a time, for a three-month period when the police superintendent’s family had been under threat and Ware had been one of the officers assigned to watch over them and keep them safe, she’d had the most enormous crush on him. Done her best to seduce him, which, to his credit, he hadn’t allowed her to do.

She’d been seventeen. He’d been twenty-five.

Jailbait, he’d called her at the time.

Since then, she’d seen him around. She’d grown up and gotten over him, of course, but she had always been aware of him. In a casual, heard-it-through-the grapevine kind of way, she’d known when he got married, had a child, got divorced. She’d known when his ex-wife and child had died in a traffic accident.

She’d gone to the funeral, one of a large contingent of cops.

That was three years ago.

Now Reed Ware’s eyes looked straight into the monitor, as if he could see her. His irises were so dark brown as to be almost indistinguishable from the pupils. Framed by sooty black lashes and straight black brows, they were as steamy-hot as the Louisiana swamps from which he had sprung. Once, just having them look at her in a certain way had been enough to make her go all marshmallowy inside.

Once.

Not now.

She was all grown up now. And he—he was the perp she was getting ready to help take down.

How did this happen? she thought incredulously. How did Reed Ware—a solid cop with something like twelve years of exemplary service under his belt—wind up taking all these very important people hostage?

“Caroline.” Ware spaced her name out: Car-o-line. Just like he had always done. She refused to acknowledge the shiver that sexy drawl sent down her spine. God, between his presence and her father’s, this was going to be the job from hell, and she found herself wishing that anyone else had been on call tonight. But as the junior negotiator, she got the crappiest shifts, so here she was. Recalculating quickly, she had to throw the approach she had been planning to use with the perp out the window. Ware knew too much about her, too much about the way cops worked, too much about how hostage negotiation generally went down. She was going to have to go with her gut and what she knew about him, improvising on the fly. He continued, “Been a long time, cher.”

Cher, which he pronounced shah as they did back in the bayous, meant dear or sweetheart. He’d called her that sometimes when she’d come down in the middle of the night to watch TV with him while he was on guard duty in the rented house where her family had been holed up; he’d called her that when he’d found her, trembling and upset, huddled on the staircase landing one night after her parents had had yet another terrible fight, and she’d ended up confiding to him the truth about how her father treated his family; he’d called her that on the night when she’d plopped her shorty-nightgown–clad self on his lap, twined her arms around his neck, and kissed him. He’d kissed her back for a hot, memorable moment, after which he’d stood up with her, carried her through the sliding glass doors to the patio, and dumped her unceremoniously into the swimming pool.

At the time, she’d been outraged, furious—and humiliated. Much as she hated to admit it, the memory still stung.

Luckily—unless he was the kind of guy who bragged about his conquests, and she didn’t think he was, or she would have heard—no one knew about that mortifying episode except the two of them.

No one knew that there had ever been any kind of personal relationship between them.

But it made what she was trying to accomplish here just that much more complicated. Firmly she pushed that tiny little bit of near-forgotten history out of her mind.

Here, tonight, she was a police negotiator and he was a perp, and that was it. Lives were on the line.

“Why are you doing this, Detective?” Her tone was brisk and businesslike as she rephrased her previous question slightly, made it blunter in hopes that she would get an equally blunt response. He’d located the camera, which was somewhere above him and to his left: she knew because he was looking directly into it. His dark eyes seemed to burn into hers.

He said, “First of all, I want this house cleared. Nobody in it outside this room. If I even think there’s somebody else inside, we’re going to have a problem.”

“That’s not an answer,” Caroline replied. “Help me to understand so that I can help you.”

Ware looked impatient. “You don’t need to understand. And if you want to help me, just do what I tell you.”

Knowing that pushing him could prove counterproductive and rebound on the hostages, Caroline didn’t persist. Instead she released the talk button on the receiver and glanced at Dixon, who shrugged and said, “I got people checking him out. We know he’s got a clean record. All I can tell you at this point is, something must have happened recently to send him over the edge.”

“You know I mean it about getting the house cleared out, right, Caroline?” Ware’s tone made it an implicit threat.

She pressed the talk button. “Yes, I know,” she replied in her best conciliatory tone. “The house is being cleared. What else can we do for you?”

Ware’s voice was hard. “A kid I know was arrested earlier tonight. I want him out of jail. Hollis Bayard.”

Caroline shot a quick glance at Dixon, who shook his head: don’t know anything about who that is. He glanced at her receiver, she assumed to make sure that she wasn’t still pressing the talk button—she wasn’t, she released it whenever she finished speaking—and said into his radio, “I need information on a Hollis Bayard. Check the jails.”

“Hope the little son of a bitch is worth it, because you just threw your life away for him,” Martin snarled at Ware at the same time.

On the monitor, Caroline could see Ware’s face tighten, see the way his pistol nudged the back of her father’s head. Her heartbeat quickened. The last thing her father, or any of them, should be doing was antagonizing Ware. The situation spoke for itself: the man was armed, dangerous, and clearly capable of extreme violence.

“If I go down, you’re going with me,” Ware told him. “Count on it.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d let me handle this, Superintendent,” Caroline said crisply.

Eyes widening a little, her father sat taller in his chair: the ultimate control freak, it was obvious that he was surprised by, and not particularly appreciative of, her intervention. A sardonic laugh came from Ware.

“That’s right, that’s your little girl on the other end of that phone, isn’t it, Superintendent?” he said. “Play nice, and you two just might get to eat Christmas dinner together after all. Wouldn’t that be nice, Caroline?”

“Yes,” Caroline replied, lying through her teeth. Of course they had no such plans: the last Christmas Day she’d spent with her father had been the one before her parents had split up. He’d gotten drunk as a skunk and had an angry explosion over something, and the evening had ended with her little sisters hiding in a closet and Caroline standing between her parents, threatening to call the cops—his cops—if he came one step closer to her weeping, cringing mother.

Outside the family circle, nobody knew about that particular episode. Nobody ever had to know about that particular episode.

That the superintendent’s first marriage had ended badly was common knowledge. The worst of the details were for the most part a shameful secret they all kept to themselves. Those details were also probably the reason she wasn’t a particular fan of the institution of marriage to this day.

Love ’em and leave ’em: it might be a cliché, but that was how she conducted her love life. How she meant to keep on conducting her love life.

Seizing the moment, going with another rule of hostage negotiation that was to humanize the victims, she added, “All the people in the room with you would like to go home to have Christmas dinner with their families, too, you know. Why don’t you let them go so they can?”

Ware laughed. Implicit message: fat chance. “Cut the crap, Caroline. You know I’m not going to do that.”

“I can’t believe you’re really this stupid,” Martin told Ware. “You’re digging your own damned grave.”

Ware’s eyes narrowed. His lips thinned. “You don’t keep your mouth shut, Superintendent, somebody’s going to be digging yours.”

Martin’s eyes flashed.

“Detective, you want to tell me the name of the kid you want released from jail one more time?” Caroline said hurriedly before things could escalate. Her pulse raced and she found herself leaning toward the monitor as if she could somehow physically intervene between the two men. Much as she hated to admit it, the volatile combination of her father and Ware was unsettling her with its possibilities. If it escalated into violence, bad things could happen to all the hostages.

Keep your head in the game, she ordered herself fiercely. By her count, seven innocent people lay on the carpet: five women, two men. Add her father, and there were eight hostages in all. They were depending on her for their lives.

She did another quick visual sweep of the room as it suddenly hit her who she didn’t see: Jefferson Parish Sheriff B. J. Cardwell, Council Chairman Leo Joseph, and New Orleans’ mayor, Harlan Guthrie.

They’d been reported as being among the hostages. So where were they? She was afraid to ask. If they were dead, or hurt, she didn’t want to remind Ware of it, and thus remind him, too, of how little he had to lose. If they were hiding somewhere in the house, she didn’t want to alert him to that, either.
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