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DEDICATION
 
 
To the city of New Orleans, a vibrant and indomitable haven of dreams—real and imagined.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
New Orleans streets at night were darker, more mysterious than most places on earth. If ghosts were going to live anywhere, this was the place, and October was the time of year. A faint breeze stirred the humid air, but Maggie barely noticed. Her eyes scanned the shadows, watching for movement, anything that didn’t fit…human or not. Not that she accepted the local belief in paranormal beings. Like, um, ghosts, for example. Not one bit. She shook her head, sending her red hair swinging against her cheeks. More likely she was going crazy.
Her boots clicked loudly on the uneven sidewalk, and she studied the unlit stoops of the houses that butted up to the concrete. Maybe it was the narrow streets or the black recesses created by spreading live oaks that made this portion of the French Quarter so eerie, as if it was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.
She paused at the corner, looked over her shoulder, then continued across the cobblestone street. Even the beam from the single light pole was swallowed by the night, giving off only a hazy glow. It was hard to read the building numbers. She was looking for Daddy Mo’s, one of New Orleans’ late-hours jazz clubs.
Hoping to find a murderer. Her murderer. Or he had intended to be.
She shifted her tense shoulders, and the resulting twinge in her rib cage was a sharp reminder of that night six months ago. The bullet had nicked her heart, collapsed her lung. By the time the paramedics rolled her gurney into the hospital, she’d coded twice and was legally dead. But they’d brought her back.
Yeah, well, sort of. Not the old Maggie—seasoned, no-nonsense homicide cop—but a new version of Marguerite Durant York, one she didn’t yet understand. She’d returned…changed, hearing voices and seeing things she shouldn’t be able to see.
It cost her the one thing that mattered—her career on the major crimes squad. Oh, sure, she’d been placed on extended medical leave for PTSD rather than fired, but no one came back to the force from that kind of diagnosis. At twenty-nine, she’d been at the top of her game, and the fall had been a bitter blow. Due to the shooting and her hallucinations—before she’d learned to shut up—the department had insisted on counseling, and she’d gone a few times before dropping out. She couldn’t tell her shrink the truth, and keeping up the lies was just too hard. Instead, she’d spent a day at the spa, and she and her best friend had indulged in a week of shopping therapy. At night she spent long hours working out her issues at the gun range. But nothing made them go away.
Now, all that was left was the hunt.
Finally spotting the right building number, Maggie hurried around the corner and approached the lighted side entrance. Music and loud voices drifted through the door. As she pushed it open, the scent of bourbon, cigar smoke, and the beat of Creole music bombarded her. She edged her way through the standing-room-only crowd and ordered a whiskey sour at the bar. While she waited, she leaned against the counter and surveyed the room.
A man at a nearby table lifted his brows in invitation. Maggie shook her head and looked away. Her gaze slid around the room, stopping to assess each dark-haired male. Seeking a two-bit player named Bobby Hurst.
After months of fruitless searching, she had the name of someone who’d been on the scene that night. Maybe he was the shooter, maybe not, but his prints had been the only clear set found at the scene. A thumb and index finger on a metal pipe used in the fight she and her partner had attempted to break up. Unidentified, until Hurst’s recent arrest for drunken driving. He still might have gone unnoticed, except he’d failed to appear for his court hearing two days ago and his last known address had been vacated.
Someone took a deeper look at the case, ran the prints…and Ray Coridan called her.
She owed Coridan. Her former partner had continued to give her behind-the-scenes access to the police investigation. Without that, she would have gone crazy. A grim smile flitted across her lips. “Crazier” might be more accurate.
She stiffened, her stomach suddenly churning. She felt one of them, the reason she was no longer an active force cop, and she turned toward the sensory projection.
A man wearing a gold and black sports hoodie stood across the room, his hands shoved in his jeans pockets. The hood was pulled forward over his head leaving his face and eyes in shadow, but she knew he was staring at her. Medium height and build, slightly disheveled. Nothing about him was remarkable, except he faded in and out—and nobody else could see him.
Maggie closed her eyes, willing the sight to go away, but when she opened them again, he was still there. She swallowed hard against a flash of fear and took a deep breath. She had to get a grip, tame her imagination. She angled her body so he…it…was outside her line of vision, forced herself to focus on finding Hurst, and searched the rest of the room.
Several minutes later, she was positive none of the customers matched Hurst’s mug shot. She waved at the bartender to get his attention and pulled a photo from her pocket. “Seen this guy around?”
“You a cop?”
“Nope. Do I look like a cop?” She’d worn jeans and a tight tank top. It showed off all the right things.
“Those eyes do.”
She smiled and batted her dark lashes. “Do they look better now?”
The bartender grinned in appreciation and glanced at the picture. “That’s Bobby, but he hasn’t been in tonight.”
“You know where he stays?”
The man wiped the counter and looked around to see if other patrons were listening, before lifting a brow.
“I just want to ask him a question or two,” she said. “Nothing that’ll come back on you.”
“He’s got a girlfriend. You might find him there.” He gave her an address on Toulouse. “Don’t tell him who gave it to you.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
She exited the club. The moment Maggie reached the sidewalk, the back of her neck prickled, and she whirled to confront the figure in the black and gold hoodie following her. “What do you want? Get away from me,” she said in a hushed growl. “You don’t exist. Get!”
He silently closed in on her, the darkness inside his hood a pool of unreadable shadows.
Maggie stood her ground, even took a step forward. But he lifted a hand as if to touch her, and she struck out, her fist flashing through his unresisting image. She jerked back, shivering from the sudden icy cold she’d encountered.
Horror washed over her, and she whirled to flee up the street, skirting around a couple who stopped and stared after her. No doubt they thought she was crazy or on drugs. But her only interest was getting away. Her boots pounded on the sidewalk, her breath coming in short bursts. Four blocks later, she slowed and looked behind her. She was alone.
Maggie stopped, trembling and drawing in large gulps of air. It’s not real. It’s not real, she repeated. Her heart gradually slowed its hammering, and she clenched her fists, willing her body and mind into submission. She closed her eyes and focused on what she’d learned from the bartender.
Her breathing steadied. When she felt settled enough, she pulled out her phone and called Coridan. “I have an address for Hurst’s girlfriend. Can you meet me there?”
“Uh, sure. Are you OK?”
“I’m fine.” Somehow he always knew, but she didn’t mention the sighting. She regretted she’d ever told him, and she’d learned months ago to keep the ongoing insanity to herself—even from her partner. “I’m just excited about this lead.”
His hesitation was barely noticeable. “Where are we going?”
She recited the address.
“Want me to bring backup or is this off the books?”
“Let’s keep it to ourselves for now. If Hurst isn’t the shooter, we may need to put a little pressure on to get him to talk. PD brass might not approve my interference or methods.”
“Got it. It’ll take me about thirty minutes. Wait for me. Don’t go in alone. I mean it, Maggie.” He grew silent, waiting for a response.
“I’ll wait.” She was impatient now that answers were close, but she wouldn’t do anything to let the suspect get away or expose Coridan to censure for helping her. If she walked to the address, they should arrive about the same time, and she wouldn’t be tempted to break her promise. She started off at a brisk stride.
As the blocks passed, she pushed the encounter at the club out of her mind and looked forward to finally confronting one of the thugs who’d tried to kill her. She wanted to know why. Impatience rushed her steps. When she was a block away, she glanced at the time on her phone. Ten minutes early. She stopped in the shadow of a dark building to wait. She wouldn’t get too close and risk spooking him. Not yet.
Eight minutes later, Coridan’s unmarked car cruised down the street and turned the corner. She hurried after him and found the lanky, former Californian lounging in the seat of his parked vehicle, well out of sight of the target location.
“The neighborhood looks quiet,” he remarked when she slid into the passenger seat.
“Nothing’s moved since I got here. You ready? Let’s see if anyone’s home.” She pulled up the left leg of her jeans to reveal the ankle holster, released the thumb break, and palmed her SIG 938. As she exited the car again, she stuck the pistol in her waistband.
Coridan climbed out and eased his door shut. “Together or front and back?”
She thought about it. “I’ll take the back. The house is dark. It’s likely they’re not home or sleeping, but I don’t want anyone sneaking out on us.”
He nodded, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and smoothed his ruffled brown hair. “I hate August,” he mumbled. “It never cools off. Let’s get this over with, so I can get back to the AC.”
“The AC, or is someone waiting?” He had a well-earned reputation for one-night stands. Despite a few invitations, she’d never felt the need to become one of them.
“Wouldn’t you like to know.”
She smiled. “Actually, no.”
They split up then, and Maggie circled the house. She heard him knock at the front door and after a moment, he knocked again. Still no response. She tried the back doorknob, and it turned in her hand. Not a good sign. Not in New Orleans where residents were more careful than that.
She drew her gun and ran around the house. “Back’s unlocked.”
“Same here.” He turned the knob, and the door swung inward. “In fact, it’s standing wide open. Somebody inside could be in trouble.”
“Undoubtedly.” Maggie grinned. “We’d better check it out. If we just happen to run into Bobby Hurst, there is an outstanding arrest warrant.” Coridan’s action was a rather lame attempt to create exigent circumstances to enter without a search warrant. But if they found nothing, they’d simply leave with no explanations needed.
Coridan drew his gun, and they slipped inside. It was like a furnace. No AC, and no open windows to pick up even a slight breeze. The stale air carried a faint odor as if someone had forgotten to take the garbage out.
“Police,” he called. “Anyone home?”
Maggie dug the key chain from her pocket and turned on the attached penlight. The front room was empty. They walked down the hall. Two bedrooms, both doors were closed. Coridan opened the first and shook his head. Maggie tried the second. As she opened it, putrid air poured out, and she knew immediately what she’d find.
Hurst and his girlfriend sprawled, fully dressed, across the bed as if dumped there. Both had been shot in the head. Maggie froze, swallowed hard, and breathed through her mouth to block out the odor of decaying flesh. They’d been executed. And from the smell, it hadn’t been tonight.
She backed into the hallway and turned blindly away. Not from the smell or brutality. But she’d recognized the male victim. Bobby Hurst was the ghostly figure from the bar.
Maggie shoved past Coridan and headed outside. She needed a moment to ensure she didn’t lose it in front of another cop. Not even Coridan. She drew in a deep breath of fresh air, welcoming the comparative coolness of the humid night. What was happening to her?
She paced a few feet up and back the front sidewalk, forcing her mind to analyze the scene. Her partner came up behind her. “Maggie?”
She ignored the question in his voice. “Did you notice the precision? It was a hit. Someone didn’t want him talking to us.”
“You don’t know that. He’s a low life. Any number of people could have wanted him dead.”
“Yeah, I guess.” But the timing seemed too convenient. Hurst had been safe enough in the six months since her shooting, until his prints were identified. As soon as the police wanted to question him, somebody decided he needed to die. That didn’t sound like a coincidence to her. “Perhaps forensics can help us. You better call it in.”
“Not until you’re away from here. The captain would fry my ass. Did you touch anything?”
“Only the bedroom doorknob. Oh, and the back door.”
“I’ll take care of it, claim the front door was open as my excuse to enter, and call you later.”
“OK.” Still unable to think beyond that moment of recognition, she walked rapidly away. How could she have imagined the man at the club before seeing his body? From his mug shot? Unlikely. At the bar, the hood had concealed his face. And Hurst hadn’t been wearing a black and gold hoodie in the police photo. Not like the body in the bedroom.
And yet, she knew they were the same…
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie paced the floor of her modified studio apartment, struggling to make sense of what had happened the last few hours. She frowned, moving back and forth from the kitchen counter, past the off-white sofa and chairs, to the double-chained front door, then changed direction, turning left toward the three-quarter dividing wall that hid her bedroom area. Reaching the wall, she circled back again.
For months she’d believed she was hallucinating, that her mind was playing her false. But how could she explain tonight’s events by any rational means?
She rubbed her temples with her fingertips. Maybe she should have listened to Dalia. The woman had called three weeks after Maggie left the hospital and claimed to be some kind of shirttail relation—what was a third cousin twice removed anyway? She’d spouted some family history about witches and empaths and intuitives that Maggie had laughed off. She’d tried not to be too rude, but told the woman not to call again. She’d made it plain she didn’t believe in all that hocus-pocus.
Some of her friends did, even a few of the cops. The ones who’d grown up in New Orleans accepted all kinds of paranormal phenomenon as just another fact of life. But Maggie’s parents had left Louisiana when she was an infant, and she’d been raised in a Yankee prove-it-to-me culture just outside of Chicago. Ghosts, psychics, voodoo, intuitives were all foreign to her, and she wasn’t buying it. Not until now.
She halted abruptly. No, she still didn’t believe it. But it was hard to deny what she’d seen last night, and it probably wouldn’t hurt to listen to Dalia. She still had the number on her phone. The wall clock read 2:00 a.m. Too late to call and arrange a meeting.
Maggie plopped onto the couch and turned her mind to things she understood—like murder. Who had killed Hurst, and why? Because he knew too much? Why the girlfriend? Wrong time, wrong place? She closed her eyes briefly and pictured the vivid sights and smells of the crime scene. What were Coridan and the crime scene techs finding as they sorted through the evidence?
She covered a yawn with one hand. When had she last had a full night’s sleep? She yawned again and stood. A few hours would be better than nothing. Tomorrow she intended to follow up with Coridan and then confront Dalia, demanding the truth about her family. She reached for the light switch but paused as goose bumps covered her arms. Where was it—the Hurst thing she’d seen? She went to the window and peered at the street below, not sure what she expected to find. A ghost sitting on the curb?
She bit off a scornful laugh. The sudden sound jarred the stillness of her apartment. Maybe she was going insane after all.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
By mid-morning the next day, Maggie lost patience. What was taking the lab so long? She’d called Coridan twice already and gone straight to voice mail. She couldn’t sit around waiting for his call any longer. She grabbed her phone and secured the SIG in her ankle holster. A daylight view of the crime scene might be useful. She’d barely gotten a look at it last night.
Shortly after ten o’clock she casually walked past the house where Hurst and his girlfriend had been found. Yellow tape hung across the door, but as she’d anticipated, the crime scene techs were gone. The house was quiet, almost morose, squatting in the heat.
She went around the block to the back and slipped into the small patio yard that was barely large enough for a rusty wrought iron table and chairs. A window near the rear door had been left open a few inches, probably to air out the stench. That was a plus.
Although the back door was locked, Maggie gained access with a set of lock picks. She closed the door behind her and paused to acclimate to the lingering odor and the oppressive energy. Murder scenes had emitted this claustrophobic closeness from the very first one, when she’d gagged and run outside to avoid contaminating the evidence by throwing up her breakfast. Rookie behavior. Embarrassing, but she hadn’t done it again. She’d learned to master her reflexes and the eerie feelings. Had that intense awareness been a premonition of what was to come?
She’d have to ask Dalia when they met this afternoon. The woman had been almost too eager when Maggie called to arrange a meeting. Was she getting involved with a kook? Maggie gave a soft snort. Who was she to be asking that kind of question?
She shoved her doubts to a back burner and focused on the crime scene. This time she’d entered through the kitchen at the back of the house instead of the living room at the front. Her gaze sharpened as the old routine fell into place. Discarded clothing near an old washing machine, empty beer cans. Hurst and his girlfriend hadn’t been especially tidy, but she’d seen worse. The kitchen was clutter-free except for an empty pizza box on the counter. Large. Smelled like pepperoni. The fridge contained three takeout cartons of leftovers—gumbo, red beans, something indefinable—a quart of milk, half used, and three beer cans in the plastic holder from a six-pack. Apparently no one cooked.
She entered the hallway. A check of the guest bedroom and a glance in the living room yielded nothing unusual, only the expected drawer or cushion out of place due to the police search.
She’d left the main bedroom for last.
The bodies were gone and the bed stripped. She knelt to look under the bed, but anything on the floor and nightstand had been bagged and removed to the lab. Otherwise, it was much as she remembered. Ten by ten, holding a full-size bed and one dresser. She moved across the room to check the closet…and heard a floorboard creak in the hallway.
Maggie froze, her heart hammering. Someone was in the house. She hadn’t been particularly silent, so they must know she was there. Why so quiet? She glided back to the door, the SIG Sauer already in her hand. When the hardwood floor emitted a second small sound, she whipped around the corner, pointing her gun at the intruder.
And faced the deadly end of a Beretta, held by a tall man with compelling, steel-blue eyes. The air vibrated with energy…and for one long moment, they stared at one another.
“Who are you?” she demanded.
“Police. And you?” The voice was cool, richly masculine.
She took in the dark blue jacket over a white shirt open at the collar, a loose tie slightly askew, and his black hair just long enough that an unruly strand curled over his forehead.
“Show me your badge.” She was stalling for time. Maggie didn’t doubt the confident, intense man on the other end of the gun was a cop. A very good-looking cop who wasn’t the least bit happy to find her there. How could she explain her presence?
He flipped open his jacket with one hand, revealing the badge clipped to his belt. “Detective Brandt. Now put down your gun and back away from it.”
He hadn’t raised his voice, but the or else was loud and clear. She nodded, slipped the safety on, and set the weapon on the floor, keeping her hands where he could see them.
“What are you doing in here?” he asked.
She figured he’d soon find out anyway, so she told him the truth—albeit a limited version. “Assessing the murder scene. The male victim was involved in my own shooting.”
The cop’s eyes narrowed, but the gun didn’t waver. “Should I know you?”
She shrugged. “I’m Maggie York.”
“Detective York?” Disbelief, then recognition flashed across his face, and something else she couldn’t read, but he relaxed enough to let his gun arm drop. “You might have started with that,” he said, shoving his Beretta into its shoulder holster. “It still doesn’t explain why you’re here. I heard you were on leave. What makes you think this killing has any connection to you?”
“Fingerprint match.” She crouched to retrieve her SIG but peered up at him before touching it. “May I?”
His eyes assessed her. “You got a private license for it?”
“Sure do.” She one-handedly pulled it from her pocket and showed her permit. When he nodded, she picked up the gun, stood, and reholstered it.
“I don’t suppose you want to tell me who leaked you the info on the prints.” He turned away, clearly not expecting an answer. “Found anything useful?”
She frowned at his back, surprised he’d asked. No one had wanted her input for months. “Nothing I’m sure you haven’t already noticed.”
“Haven’t noticed much yet. This is my first visit. The case was transferred this morning when they realized who the male victim was and that your former partner found the bodies.” He turned abruptly, and his face was close enough she couldn’t miss the thick, dark lashes framing those penetrating eyes. “Were you here last night?”
“Of course not.” She stepped back, more affected by his blatant masculinity and the woodsy smell of him than by his abrupt manner. She held his gaze, hoping he wouldn’t see the guilt written there. “As you said, I’m on leave.”
“Yeah. PTSD or something like that.” The words were tossed out as he turned away and continued to inspect the room.
Geez, he didn’t pull any punches. Maggie said nothing.
He turned his head to glance at her. “You better now?”
“I think so, but the department doesn’t.” She raised her chin. Why was she confiding in this guy? “They won’t put me back on active duty, but I intend to find the killer, with or without their help.”
“Would-be killer,” Brandt corrected.
“Yeah, whatever.” She frowned. Just who was this guy anyway? He was too smooth, too confident for a rookie. Why hadn’t she met him before? “You must be new to the unit. Where’d you transfer from?”
“Out of state. You remember anything new about that night?”
“Unfortunately not, or I would have reported it. I wouldn’t withhold information.”
“See that you don’t.” He stopped in front of her, deliberately invading her space and setting her on edge. “I can’t stop you from nosing around the community, but don’t muddy my case, Ms. York.” He stressed the Ms., reminding her of her citizen status. “Right now, you’re trespassing on my crime scene.” He jerked his head toward the back door as she opened her mouth to protest. “I’d hate to arrest you for interference.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Want to try me?”
Maggie clenched her jaw, but she mentally stepped back. Fighting with this cop wouldn’t solve anything. It certainly wouldn’t get her what she wanted. “OK, I’m leaving.” She shot him a biting look. “Thanks so much for all the generous help.”
“I will help you,” he said, ignoring the sarcasm. “I’m actually pretty good at my job. I intend to find the shooter or shooters on both cases.”
She paused and looked back at him in surprise. Her partner had been the lead detective on her shooting. “You have my case too? What about Coridan?”
Brandt frowned at her. “The case was reassigned nearly four months ago. Brass thought he was too close to be objective. Didn’t he tell you?”
No, he hadn’t. Dammit. Even Coridan was treating her with kid gloves, as if she couldn’t deal with bad news.
“So you’ve had it four months with no progress?” She should shut up, but he’d pricked her frustrations. “You’ll excuse me if I don’t hold my breath over your good intentions.”
“This is our first break.” His face clouded. “Not, I might add, for lack of trying. The physical evidence on your case was badly compromised—moved, lost, hopelessly contaminated—by cops and EMTs coming to your rescue.”
“Well, excuse me for nearly dying and messing up your crime scene.”
His brows shot up, a glint in his eye. “Touchy, aren’t you?”
“You don’t want this guy half as much as I do. I’m not backing off. I can’t.” Her final words cut off as she marched out the back door and yanked it closed behind her.
 
* * *
 
 
Detective Joshua Brandt rubbed the slight stubble on his chin—he’d have to get rid of that before he reached the station—and watched through a back window as she walked away. His lips twitched in amusement. Irritation showed in every swing of her hips. He hadn’t missed her parting comment. A woman obsessed. Not without reason, but if she became a problem, he might have to ask her former partner or commander to tell her to back off.
Unstable or not, she was a damned sexy woman. As many times as he’d gone through her case file, why hadn’t he recognized her immediately from the victim photos? Because they hadn’t done her justice. Unconscious, covered with splattered blood, deathly pale—she’d been more dead than alive in the pictures. But this woman… Her hair was a deep, vibrant red, and she’d changed the style. Her expression varied with every thought, her complexion smooth, and soft, kissable lips. But it was her energy and those blue eyes waiting to pull you in that would haunt him.
Why had he been told she was too fragile to interview? Overly protective fellow officers? He frowned. He was still the outsider with a partner who had one foot in retirement.
Brandt sighed, turning back toward the bedroom. Forget the woman. He had a murder—no, two murders and a shooting—to solve. Unfortunately Hurst was the only real lead they’d had to York’s shooting. With him dead, Brandt wasn’t as confident as he’d implied about catching the gunman.
Unless she was right. If the same shooter killed tonight’s victims, maybe the suspect had made a mistake this time. Brandt retraced his footsteps to the living room where he’d left the Hurst case file after hearing movement in the bedroom. He opened it now and studied the crime scene photos, imagining how the house had looked the night before.
Both victims had been fully dressed. Not much blood on the sheets. The bodies had been moved to the bedroom. But why? And from where?
Something nagged at him about the living room. He methodically checked it again. Fake leather brown couch, two beaten-up recliners, TV, lamps, two small tables. Brandt frowned. Why was the TV over there? He crossed the room and studied the arrangement from another angle. For this set up to work, the couch needed to be moved a few feet.
Shoving it a foot backward and then two feet to the left put it in line with the television. He knelt on one knee to examine the exposed wood floor. What was the dark stain between the boards? It had been wiped clean, but it could be dried blood. If the couch had been in this position, the stain would be directly in front of it. Just where someone getting up might have fallen.
He stood, pulled out his phone, and called the lab. “It’s Detective Brandt. I need a couple of techs at last night’s homicide scene. The Hurst double murder. Bring a blood test kit.” After a brief discussion, he hung up and waited.
So what could he read from this? The bedroom scene might have implied they’d been surprised, caught unaware by a burglar or other intruder as they were getting ready for bed, but the living room was a different matter. They’d been awake, attentive, maybe watching TV. They’d seen the killer, probably invited him into their home. He—or she—wasn’t a stranger.
He made a mental note to check known associates. What about the girl…um, JoJo Harrington? Could she be the cause of this? He’d check her connections too—ex boyfriends, workplace jealousies, or rivals for Bobby’s attention.
When the techs arrived and were testing the stain, he studied the photo of the living room taken last night. The only items missing were from the table: two beer cans, an ashtray with cigarette butts, and a matchbook—and they appeared on the list of evidence bagged for the lab. He peered at the matchbook in the picture but couldn’t read the printing.
The senior tech on scene interrupted to confirm the stain was blood. “Somebody did a quick job of cleaning it up, but it’s there.” He pressed his lips into a rueful look. “Sorry it was missed last night. I guess we were too busy in the bedroom.”
Brandt frowned. Pretty poor excuse for carelessness. Why hadn’t Coridan double-checked? He shrugged. Probably intended to follow up this morning.
Brandt left them photographing the area and pulled the front door closed behind him. As he slid onto the sun-baked seat of his unmarked Ford, he turned the AC on high, retrieved his shaver from the glove box, and headed back to the precinct to run the info on Hurst’s buddies and the girlfriend’s workplace. He also wanted to see that matchbook. It might tell him where Bobby spent his time. The head shots, the clean up…not random or spur-of-the-moment. Careful planning involved. Why would a two-bit thug merit such attention? He intended to put Hurst’s life under a microscope and find out.
 
 
 
Three hours later, Brandt pushed away from his gray metal desk in the major crimes squad room at District 13, stood, and walked over to study the Hurst/Harrington murder board. At best the guy had been a low-level drug dealer, not a hit man. If he was York’s shooter, why? What would make him step out of his league and go after a cop? As far as Brandt could tell, York and Hurst had no prior connection. Same with JoJo Harrington. The answer had to be somewhere in the other people they knew.
He grabbed a printout from his desk. It contained the list of Hurst’s associates and their last known addresses, JoJo’s parents, and her work address. He glanced at his captain’s office. His partner Eddie wouldn’t be back from vacation for three weeks. He was tempted to ask for a partner to help run down leads, but he hated getting used to someone new, and the unit hadn’t exactly been welcoming. York had been popular, and they saw him as her replacement. He shook his head. He might as well stick it out on his own. When Eddie retired in four months, he’d worry about someone new. He grabbed his gun from his desk drawer and headed out the door.
His first stop was JoJo’s family home. Her middle class parents couldn’t explain why their daughter had dropped out of school or associated with someone like Hurst. They’d never met any of JoEllen’s friends, much less enemies. They’d loved her, spoken to her often, and she’d visited every two weeks, but she hadn’t lived at home for eight years. They referred him to Dixie, a woman she’d mentioned from work.
Brandt located the Creole Cafe easy enough. Maximum seating was under thirty, suggesting a fast-food menu, and it smelled of fried everything—shrimp, okra, spicy chicken. Management didn’t have much to offer regarding JoJo. She’d worked as a waitress for two years and been an OK employee. Not a ringing endorsement.
When he asked for Dixie, the manager pointed to a bleached blonde carrying a loaded tray. “Don’t keep her long. We’re busy.”
So much for cooperation and caring. But it didn’t take Brandt more than a couple of questions to discover Dixie and JoJo had been workplace friends only.
“I’m not sure she saw anybody after hours except Bobby. They were always together. I can’t believe this happened.” Dixie brushed a stray wisp of hair back from her face and frowned at him. “Who would do something like that? She was just a waitress.”
“That’s what I’m going to find out.” He handed her his card. “If you think of anything else…”
“Where were they found? Her place or his?”
Brandt paused. “He had a place of his own? I assumed he was living with her.”
“He’d just taken an apartment on Chartres Street. I dropped her off there last week.”
He left with the address scrawled on a drink napkin stuffed in his pocket.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Maggie was still fuming over Brandt’s high-handed treatment when she called Coridan. “You might have told me.”
“Told you what?”
“I just met Detective Brandt, who informed me he’s in charge of my case.”
“Oh, hell, Maggie. I’m sorry you found out that way. I was going to tell you that they forced me out, but every time I started…well, you haven’t been exactly yourself.”
“That’s BS, and you know it. I don’t need you acting like my big brother, Coridan. I just need access to information. How have you been giving me updates if you’re off the case?”
“It hasn’t been easy,” he said. “I’ve gone out of my way for you.”
Stopped by a stab by guilt, she drew a quick breath. “I know that, and I appreciate it. But for God’s sake, don’t lie to me anymore. Who is this Brandt guy?”
“Your replacement.”
Ouch. Well, Maggie, you took that one on the nose.
Coridan went on. “He transferred in from Boston right after you were shot. I guess he’s OK. We don’t socialize much.”
Yeah, she could imagine her squad freezing him out. While they meant well, and she valued the loyalty, it didn’t make her feel better in the long run. Brandt would need a little cooperation, and she wanted the case solved.
“Do me a favor. Stay close to the investigation. I’d still appreciate knowing anything you hear. And help Brandt get up to speed on whatever he needs. Encourage the other guys to pitch in too.” She paused before adding, “It isn’t his fault I’m not there.”
“Yeah, OK. I’ll do what I can.”
“And Ray, I mean it—please don’t lie to me again. I can handle anything except that.”
“Got ya, kid. I’ll call if anything breaks.” His words were casual, friendly, but she got the feeling he wasn’t eager to help Brandt with anything. In fact, he sounded annoyed, as if he wanted off the phone. She let him go.
Maggie set out for her meeting with Dalia LeMay with a scowl on her face. So Brandt was her replacement, huh? Arrogant SOB. If she could have had just a few more minutes at the crime scene… She sighed. Not that she wouldn’t have thrown him out if their roles had been reversed. Maybe it was his blunt manner—or more likely those eyes that saw too much. She shouldn’t have let him get to her like that. She’d already wasted too much time reliving their conversation and the things she should have said.
Stretching her shoulders to relax her tense muscles, Maggie turned into the public park on Rampart Street. She scanned the crowd strolling the paths or seated on benches and searched for a woman who fit the sparse description she’d been given—curly gray hair, flowered shirt. Maggie had chosen the location, refusing to visit Dalia’s home or let her near her own apartment. Too much like acknowledging the dubious connection before she had proof this wasn’t some kind of scam.
A woman waved both hands at her. Maggie switched direction and studied her alleged relative. Older, yes, and the flowered shirt was there, but not the matronly figure she’d expected. Skinny jeans flattered a sixty-year-old body that had retained its fitness.
“I’m pleased to see you, Maggie,” Dalia said, giving her a ready smile. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”
“Sorry if I seemed rude before.”
The woman’s eyes lit with humor. “No more than I expected…calling you out of the blue like that, revealing a heritage you knew nothing about. Shall we sit?” Dalia pointed toward an open bench.
“If you like.” Maggie chose the far end of the five-foot bench, angling her body so she could watch the older woman’s face. “Why wouldn’t my mother have told me about this family history? She must not have believed in it.”
“To the contrary. She moved from New Orleans to avoid it.”
Dalia’s frank words hung on the air. They might explain a lot—why her mother never talked about New Orleans or their relatives, why they’d never come back for visits, and why her mother was so upset when Maggie took the job with the NOPD.
“I don’t understand why she’d need to do that. What exactly is the it we’re talking about?”
Dalia gave her a rueful look. “There’s no easy answer. I hope you’ll be patient and listen until I’m finished.”
“I’m here, aren’t I? And I have a couple of hours.” Maggie heard the challenge in her tone, but she didn’t try to soften it.
“Then let’s get started.” Dalia set a large bag between them. “Our family has lived in this area since the early 1700s, long enough to respect the old ways. Current New Orleans witchcraft…” She lifted a finger when Maggie opened her mouth to protest. “Not yet.”
Maggie crossed her arms and subsided.
“As I started to say,” Dalia continued, “modern witchcraft is a hodge-podge of voodoo, hoodoo, traditional European craft, and various other beliefs and practices. But true Louisiana magic is more intuitive and relies on innate abilities more than ritual.” She gestured toward the bag. “Look inside.”
Maggie pulled the top open with one hand. Candles, bottles of oil, crystals, small bundles of dried herbs. Everything but a pointy hat and a broom. “So?”
“These are useful for spellcasting, blessings, and as focal points for many spiritual rituals, but they’re only things. Real magic is here.” She laid a hand over her heart. “It’s a gift fostered by belief and acceptance.”
“That rules me out then.”
“Sometimes a gift cannot be denied.”
“Gift? Not exactly how I’d put it.” Maggie stifled a flash of annoyance and clamped her lips tight. If her recent experiences were any part of it, a curse would be more accurate, but she wasn’t ready to discuss her own issues.
Dalia cocked her head, her expression sympathetic. “I’d heard you’d had…problems. It’s why I called.”
“Just who are you?” Maggie demanded. “You said you’re related, and you’ve implied you knew my mother. Can you prove it?”
“Of course, I can. I have pictures from family gatherings. I even have a baby picture of you before Sarah took you away.” She picked up her bag and dug in the bottom. “I was sure you’d ask. This is you, your mother, and father a week after you were born.” She handed Maggie a Kodak print. “It was the last time I saw her…or you.”
The picture was grainy and cracked from bending, but the handsome couple was her parents all right. Thirty years younger and more carefree than she’d ever seen them. Yet, soon after it was taken, they’d put New Orleans behind them forever. “They look happy. What made them leave so abruptly?”
“Ophelia. That foolish old woman. Never could keep her mouth shut until the day she died. She told your mama you were unusually gifted with a strong affinity for spirits. Spooked Sarah something fierce, and three weeks later your family was gone.”
There was that word gift again. “Did my father know about all of this?”
“Oh, yes. He was more accepting than Sarah—I suppose because he didn’t have to live with it—but he loved her, and they set out to start a new life. I tried to contact Sarah over the years, but she didn’t return my calls or letters. Then we heard about the plane crash. I’m so sorry, Maggie. I loved her too, and I can only imagine how awful the last five years have been.”
Maggie gave a brief nod, handed the photo back, and clenched her hands in her lap. She wasn’t going to talk about the shock of the plane crash. Losing both parents at once wasn’t just awful, it was devastating. “What made Ophelia tell her I was gifted? I would have been less than a month old.” She couldn’t resist adding, “Surely even witches don’t do magic that young.”
“Your aura. It’s very bright.”
Maggie gave an audible huff of disbelief. “Now wait. I said I’d listen, but not to pure fantasy. I don’t have an aura.”
Dalia popped to her feet and picked up her bag. “Come with me.”
“Where? I thought we agreed to talk here,” Maggie said, not budging.
“To my place. I have things to show you.”
Maggie slowly stood, debating with herself. Dalia might be a little odd, but she didn’t seem dangerous. And she had the photo…
 
 
 
Two hours later, Maggie leaned back on Dalia’s hemp-colored couch and clutched one of the green and ivory throw pillows against her chest. When she realized the defensive reaction, she set the pillow aside. “I am not a witch.”
Dalia shrugged. “Maybe not, but you saw my aura in the darkroom. You’ve heard the history of our family. Seen the photos. And I think there’s something you’ve yet to tell me.”
Maggie had seen a faint glow around the woman after Dalia taught her to focus…or it was a trick of her mind induced by suggestion. The photos were real enough. The story about French witches? Anybody could make up a good tale. But why would Dalia do it? Was this some kind of scam? Would a request for money come next?
“Just supposing I believed any of this, what does it mean to me?”
“That you need to control and use the gift you’ve been given or it will mess up your life. Isn’t that what you fear the most?” The woman’s clear hazel eyes studied her.
Maggie stood and paced across the room. “I don’t know what you think you know—”
“Tell me why you’re not a cop anymore.”
Maggie whirled to look at the older woman calmly sitting in a rattan rocker. “I am a cop. It’s just…I’m taking some time off.”
When Dalia lifted her brows, Maggie went on. “Ok. I may have seen or heard a few things that concerned my captain.”
Dalia let out an audible sigh and leaned forward. “Tell me what happened. Maybe I can help you make sense of it.”
“They say it’s PTSD.”
“But we both know better.”
Maggie bristled, then her shoulders slumped. She felt a compulsion to confide in this woman. The empathy, the lack of judgment, were seductive. Since those first days in the hospital when she’d blurted everything and been ordered into a psych eval—which she’d barely passed by lying her head off—she’d had to watch everything she said. She’d lost weight, ten pounds she didn’t need to lose, and developed dark circles around her eyes. Even her best friend Annie had doubts about her—not openly, because Maggie couldn’t bring herself to talk about the sightings any longer, but Annie was worried. Maybe Dalia’s tenuous family connection made the difference.
For whatever the reason, it all came spilling out: waking in the hospital recovery room and hearing dozens of jumbled voices, seeing shadowy figures literally filling the room. She’d panicked, closed her eyes, and drifted off again. When she’d woken the next time, it had been better, but then the individual sightings began…in her room, in the hallway. As the weeks passed, the voices had grown quiet and the sightings less frequent, but the images became more distinct. Like the man from the bar…um, the one who looked like Hurst.
“So what was that? His ghost?” Maggie asked flippantly.
“Ghost, spirit. Whatever term you prefer. They’re all around us. But we don’t see them unless they want to be seen. You were looking for him, and he found you.”
Maggie whipped her head around. “Are you saying I called this thing to me?”
Dalia shrugged. “He wouldn’t have come unless he had business with you. He was trying to tell you something.”
“Like what? His killer’s name?” This was just too weird. Now ghosts wanted her to solve their murders?
“Possibly. Pay attention next time.”
“I don’t want a next time. Besides, he didn’t say anything.” Maggie frowned. Curiosity prompted her to ask, “How do you expect me to communicate with a ghost?”
“I don’t expect you to do anything.” Dalia rose and placed her arm around Maggie’s shoulder. “You’ll figure it out…or he will. When you’re ready, I’ll take you to someone who knows more about ghosts than I do. In the meantime, I can help you understand your basic abilities.”
Maggie stiffened. Ok, here it comes. The pitch. Just when she’d thought Dalia might be the real thing—or at least well intentioned. “How much is this going to cost me?”
Her cousin’s arm dropped, and the woman stepped away. “Why nothing. I wouldn’t accept payment. I simply thought we could talk.” Dalia released a resigned sigh. “You’re much too negative, Maggie, but eventually you’ll want answers…and solutions. When you do, come see me.”
Maggie hesitated, tempted to say…what? That she believed her? Oh, no, going way too far. Instead she turned and headed for the door. She paused before stepping outside. “I’ll call if I change my mind.”
 
 
 
Maggie walked away from Dalia’s house lost in thought. She didn’t realize she had a tail for several blocks, not until she looked over her shoulder and glimpsed a black and gold hoodie. Geez, this thing just didn’t give up. Anger flared, but it felt better than paralyzing fear. She picked up her pace and continued to shoot wary glances behind her at the image that faded in and out between shade and sunshine. Maybe it would eventually disappear. She could only hope.
But Dalia had said to pay attention to it. The idea of communicating with a ghost was absurd, but she slowed her steps, finally stopped, and turned. The figure halted also, then reversed and started moving the other direction.
What the— She frowned at the retreating…whatever it was. If it wanted to tell her something so badly, this was a strange way to go about it. Then the figure stopped again, the hooded head turned and seemed to be looking back at her from lighter orbs within the hood’s shadows. An eerie sensation trickled over her arms, and she suddenly knew it wanted her to follow.
Maggie’s breath quickened. God, she was losing it fast. But on the off chance there was any truth in all this hocus-pocus, she cautiously started after him. Over the next fifteen minutes, she almost turned back several times—this was ridiculous, not to mention creepy—but the figure moved on, and she followed. He finally entered an apartment building on Chartres Street.
She stopped to check the names on the apartment buzzers. A handwritten label under 314 read B Hurst.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
After talking with Dixie, Detective Brandt was eager to check out Hurst’s apartment, but he wanted to do it by the book. He called in for a warrant, and while he was waiting, he followed up on the matchbook lead by stopping at Daddy Mo’s lounge. It was closed, but he saw movement inside and pounded on the door until a man finally answered.
“Sorry, we don’t open till nine. You’ll have to come back.”
Brandt held up his badge. “Just a few questions about one of your customers.” He showed him Hurst’s mug shot. “Know this guy?”
The man’s eyes widened. “Popular guy now that he’s dead. Come on in. I’m Sam, the owner. I was just doing some bookwork in the back office. Can I get you anything? The coffee’s on.”
“Coffee would be great.” Brandt followed him to the bar and leaned against the counter while Sam poured two cups. The sound system played soft jazz in the background. “Coltrane, isn’t it?”
“Yep, so smooth. He’ll always be a favorite. It gets too noisy at night to appreciate, so I put him on when I’m here by myself. Now, how can I help the PD?”
“Tell me what you can about Bobby Hurst. What was he like? Who were his friends…and enemies?”
“Don’t know about his enemies. I guess he had some since I heard he was shot. But he got along fine around here. I’d heard rumors now and then. Drugs, fights. But the only real conversation we had was about Saints football. We’re both big fans. Mostly he hung with his girl JoJo. They came in at least twice a week. A time or two I saw him with a black dude, lots of arm tattoos.”
“Catch a name?”
“Mick, I think. Can I ask what brought you to my club?”
Brandt took a cautious sip of the steaming coffee. Hot, all right. “Advertising. Found your matchbook at JoJo’s place.”
Sam flashed a grin. “Good to know I’m not wasting those dollars.”
A crime scene wasn’t the best place to advertise, but maybe Sam adhered to the belief that any publicity was a good thing. “What did you mean when you said he was a popular guy now he was dead?”
“Just that you’re not the only one who’s asked about him.” Sam polished the counter while they talked, even though it already gleamed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have talked to her, but she was such a babe.”
Brandt was instantly alert. “Who was she?”
“Hot-looking redhead with big blue eyes. Came in about eight-thirty last night.” Sam repeated his conversation with her. “Showed me that same photo.” Sam squinted. “Sure hope she didn’t kill him.”
Had to be York. She was here with a mug shot before the bodies were found. Interesting. But not unexpected.
Brandt shook his head in response to Sam’s concern. “Hurst was dead before last night.”
“Oh, that’s good.” Sam blew out his cheeks in obvious relief. “I liked her, except for those eyes. Cop eyes, like yours. She work with you?”
“Nope.” Brandt didn’t elaborate. “You know how to reach this Mick guy?”
“No clue. Like I said, I only saw him once or twice.” He grinned and picked up the empty coffee cups. “He wasn’t as memorable as the redhead.”
“No doubt.” Brandt laid a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Thanks for the coffee and conversation.”
Sam waved him off. “It’s on the house.”
Brandt shrugged and walked toward the door. “That’s the tip.”
 
 
 
He drove to city hall, picked up the warrant, and headed for Hurst’s apartment. If York was tracking Hurst last night, she must have been at the crime scene with Coridan. So why had she returned this morning? Was she after something? Had he interrupted her before she got what she came for? He swung by the house, stopped and checked the doors and windows. No sign of forced entry. No movement inside. It didn’t appear as if she’d been back. Maybe he was being paranoid, but she wasn’t being honest about something. He was sure of it.
He returned to his car and located the Chartres address. The apartment manager lived on the first floor. Brandt served the search warrant, and the manager accompanied him to the third floor with the keys.
“Looks like it’s already unlocked.” The bald man seemed unconcerned.
Brandt pushed him out of the way and drew his gun. “Stay here.”
“Naw. I got things to do. This has got nothing to do with me.” The manager flipped a dismissive hand and turned away.
Ignoring him, Brandt opened the door, staying off to one side. “Police. Anybody in here?”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie jerked her head up when she heard voices in the hallway. She’d nearly finished a search of Hurst’s apartment, and the only thing she’d found was a small notebook. There’d been no sign of the ghostly figure that led her there, so if she was supposed to find something, she’d been left on her own to do it. If the guy weren’t already dead, she’d strangle him for that.
She stuffed the book in her pocket and darted from the bedroom. As soon as the apartment door rattled and she heard Brandt’s sharp order to “stay here,” she climbed out the living room window onto the fire escape, scrambled down the steps, and jumped the last fifteen feet. She took off running. At the end of the alley, she glanced back. No one in sight. Had Brandt seen her? Was he circling the building to cut her off? Thank God she’d parked two blocks away. She zigzagged a few blocks. Still no pursuer. She returned to her car, checked to make sure no one was watching, then slid into the driver’s seat and pulled away from the curb.
She was sweating, breathing hard, and finally stopped the car near Jackson Square and got out. Close call. If Detective Brandt had caught her trespassing again, tampering with evidence this time, he probably would have arrested her. She headed for the riverbank, seeking a cool breeze, and turned to stroll along the walk that followed the curve of the Mississippi. Seagulls called overhead, sunlight glistened off the placid waves, but Maggie’s thoughts were too jumbled to appreciate the scene.
She’d have to be more careful in the future. Not underestimate Brandt. He’d found Hurst’s apartment quickly and without the dubious benefit of the spirit
being she’d followed. If she hadn’t opened the window to air out the stifling heat… She pictured the awful scene if she’d been hauled into the station in cuffs. The disbelief, followed by unwelcome sympathy and averted gazes. She sank onto a deserted wooden bench and covered her face with both hands. After a moment, she dropped her hands from her flushed face and stared stonily out at the water.
“We need to talk.”
Maggie started, whipping her head around to lock eyes with Brandt. “How’d you find me?” She swallowed the rest of the questions that might be more incriminating. Instead, she asked, “What do you want now, Brandt?”
His jaw tightened, but the words were casual. “Why don’t I buy you a cup of coffee?”
“Just say what you came to say.”
He looked at her a moment, his gray-blue eyes hooded, then despite her cold reception, he sat on the bench beside her. “You need to give me space to maneuver.”
His statement caught her unaware. “Did I miss something? What’s that mean?”
Brandt leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs, and stared at the river. “You’re crowding me. If I’m going to solve this case, you have to back off.”
“You saw me?”
“The red hair is hard to miss.”
She stole a look at his profile, sculptured cheekbones, firm jaw. She wished she could see his eyes. “What are you going to do about it?”
“What’s it going to take? A call to your captain? Wouldn’t look good for a detective who wants to be reinstated.”
“Are you kidding?” she snapped. He’d struck a nerve. “They’re never going to take me back. I’m damaged goods.”
He looked at her then. A level look. “Giving up? That surprises me. Doesn’t fit your reputation. But that’s your business, I guess.”
Suddenly uncertain, Maggie didn’t say anything. She didn’t have an answer.
“OK, what would you do if our roles were reversed?” he asked.
“I’d haul your ass to jail.”
“Yeah, that figures.” Brandt leaned back on the bench and rested one arm on the top slat. He seemed to debate what to say next. “How’d you find Hurst’s apartment?”
Uh-oh. Now what could she say? A little ghost told me? Anonymous tip? No, too lame. “A CI pointed me in the right direction.”
“Private citizens don’t have confidential informants.” She shrugged, and he grimaced at her silence. “OK, I’ll give you a pass on that one. Find anything interesting?”
Maggie hesitated an instant too long, and he leaned forward, holding out his hand, inviting her to turn it over. When she didn’t move, he cocked his head. “Don’t make me search you.”
“Geez, Brandt.” She didn’t doubt he’d do it. It might be interesting to see him try, but she pulled the notebook from her jeans’ pocket. “I didn’t get a chance to look at the contents, but he’d hidden it under the mattress. It might be important.”
The detective took it and flipped it open. “Dates, initials, numbers.” He sat forward and held it where she could see. “Mean anything to you?”
“It’s the kind of record a bookie keeps. Drug drops?”
“Yeah, maybe. These initials could be contacts. Either buyers or sellers.”
She leaned closer to read the notations, and her arm brushed his. The contact made her skin tingle, she moved away, and his mouth curved in a brief smile. Dammit. He saw entirely too much. “Could be a lot of things,” she said levelly. “How do we match them up with people?”
“We don’t. Nice try, York, but you’re off this case—as of now. Out of courtesy, I’ll keep you informed of any major developments, but I don’t want to see you trespassing or sneaking away with the evidence again.”
“I wasn’t sneaking,” she said indignantly. Then added, “Well, I wouldn’t have been if you hadn’t surprised me. I would have given you the book if it turned out to be important.”
“Then I saved you the trouble.” He stood, six feet two of temptation, and offered a hand. “Come with me. In return for not arresting you, I need you to do something for me.”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie froze at the public courtyard entrance and stared at the darkening scene: white stone walls on all sides, wide, black iron gates in the middle of each end offered access to an area of red brick walkways, a few small trees, several fragrant flower beds, benches, and a fountain. A growing sense of dread churned in her stomach. Brandt had insisted she come back to the scene of her shooting and walk him through what she remembered. A reasonable request, but she hadn’t been there since the night they hauled her out on a stretcher. Since Coridan, the initial lead cop on her case, had been there during the shooting, she hadn’t been forced to go over the details. Not till now. She’d tried to block the actual events from her mind. In fact, it had been somewhat hazy, and she’d preferred it that way. Now, this persistent cop was asking her to relive that horrible night. She shivered.
Brandt stepped up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders as if sensing her need for support. She should have pulled away, but it steadied her, and she stood without protest.
“What brought you here that night?” His voice was matter-of-fact.
“An anonymous tip to Vice.” The steadiness of her voice surprised her. Apparently it reassured Brandt, and he dropped his hands and moved beside her, watching her face now. “We’d been working the murder of a minor drug dealer, hoping it would lead us to the head man. We were pretty sure it was Bullet—that’s Paul Castile. The informant said a deal was going down and Castile would be there in person. A couple of guys from Vice tagged us, making it a joint response.” She glanced at him. “It looked like a break for everyone.”
“Why weren’t you wearing a vest?”
“Didn’t have them. We were on an interview in Coridan’s off duty car when Vice called. There was no time to go back for them.”
“Bad decision, but it squares with what I’d assumed from the file. Now walk me through your movements that night.”
“Ray Coridan and I came in from this side, Vice from the back street.” Maggie closed her mind to the feelings threatening to surface and focused on the scene as it had unfolded that night. “We parked down the street and immediately heard what sounded like a fight in the courtyard. So we ran to the gate and saw six guys swinging lead pipes and nunchucks at each other. Not at all the gunfight we would have expected.”
“Show me where you were.”
Maggie walked over and stood on the right side of the front gate. “Coridan was next to me. I heard one of the vice guys yell ‘police,’ and we drew our guns and raced in to back up their action. I broke left, Coridan to the right, and I’m not sure where he went after that.”
“That’s fine. Just tell me what you recall.”
Surprisingly, the images in her head were clear now. Her pulse picked up a beat. Maybe she’d remember something important, something that would make a difference. “It was so hazy before today, but coming here…I know exactly what I did.”
“It happens, once victims get past the trauma.”
“Yeah, I knew that but never understood it.” She walked into the alley. “The noises were loud. Scuffling, body blows, yelling. I was surprised there was no shooting. Hurst was there for sure. I remember seeing him.” She stopped, mesmerized by the face of the man now haunting her. So she had seen him before, but he’d been wearing a dark T-shirt that night, not a hoodie.
“Something else?”
“Uh, no, just thinking. I’d just pulled one of the thugs out of the fight and had turned to restrain him when I heard the gun shot, felt the jolt, the first stab of pain—”
“You turned?” he interrupted. “Show me.”
She went through the actions as she remembered them and turned to face the alley entrance. “I had my cuffs out when it happened.” Even in the dimming light of the alley, she saw the odd expression on Brandt’s face. “What is it?”
“Since you were shot in the back, the shooter couldn’t have been at the entrance as everyone assumed. Not if you’d turned around. Are you sure that’s how it happened?”
“As sure as I can be. I fell against my suspect.”
“Which explains your position,” Brandt finished. “He would have pushed you away, altering the fall pattern.” He raised his eyes toward the back of the block-long courtyard. “The shooter was back there. We’ve been looking in the wrong place.”
She followed his line of sight and swallowed a gasp. Bobby Hurst—hoodie and all—sat on top of the back wall.
Then he faded away.
“Is something wrong?” Brandt asked, alert to her reaction.
“Something caught in my throat. Come on. Let’s check the back wall.”
“Wall?” he questioned, keeping pace with her. “That would take a sniper. What makes you think the shooter was that far away? Isn’t it more likely he was among the gang fighters in the center?”
“I saw…um, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.” She kept walking. He’d think she was a nutcase for sure if she even hinted about Hurst. Reaching the six-foot stone wall, she grabbed the edge and pulled her 5’8” frame onto the flat top surface. It was wide enough to sit or couch, but the shooter would need a very steady hand to hold a rifle still enough to fire accurately. Someone experienced, like a pro.
Brandt watched, a puzzled look on his face. “Find anything?” He turned on a flashlight he’d brought from the car and shined the light along the foot of the wall.
She checked the length of the wall on the side where Hurst had been sitting, then jumped down, crossed to the other side, and checked it too. Finding nothing, she returned to help Brandt search the ground.
It had been six months. Any evidence that once existed would be long gone. And what were the chances a pro would leave anything behind?
“It was worth a try,” Brandt said, finally turning the flashlight off. “I’ll take another look at the bullets collected from the scene, but there wasn’t anything that was obviously a sniper round.”
Maggie sighed. Even if they had the bullet, it would be difficult to prove it. This wasn’t the first shooting in the neighborhood, and the CS techs had found all kinds of evidence, most of it old, and all of it hopelessly scattered during the fight and by rescuers’ feet.
“The idea of a sniper puts a different spin on the case,” Brandt said. “Was Castile even present?”
“No. In fact, the fight was just between two street gangs, local punks.”
“So the tip was a setup. Premeditated. You were lured here.”
Someone had planned her death? It was a sobering thought.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
The following morning Brandt was back at the courtyard shortly after seven with a disposable coffee cup in hand. York’s focus on the wall had made him more than curious, and he wanted a better look for himself. What had she been thinking? She’d started to say, “I saw…” what? A rifle flash? Not likely with her back turned.
He checked the gutters along the street first and the cracks in the sidewalk. Any place that might hide a bullet casing. There was no guarantee any had been left behind, but finding one would confirm her theory. He scuffed his toe along the bottom of the wall both inside and outside the courtyard and dug around with a stick in a nearby flowerbed. Not a glint of metal.
He threw the now-empty coffee container in a nearby waste can and returned to lever himself onto the wall. He sat with his legs on the courtyard side and scrutinized the area. A shooter would have had a clear shot of anyone in the courtyard. Why had he chosen York? Had he been waiting for her?
Witnesses reported only one shot. If it was a bolt-action sniper rifle, it’s unlikely a casing was left behind. A semi-auto, maybe. On the off chance something was ejected, where might it have gone that he hadn’t already looked?
“What ya doing up there, mister?”
Brandt looked down to see of boy of about seven, reddish brown hair and freckles, blue backpack. “Looking for something I lost.”
“Up there?” The kid frowned.
“No, but I thought I could see better from up here.”
“Can I come up and help?”
Brandt smiled. “I’m done looking, and I’m coming down.” He hopped off the wall. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”
“Not yet.” The boy tilted his head. “What did ya lose?”
Couldn’t hurt to tell him. Maybe he’d seen something. Boys picked up all kinds of junk. Brandt used to have a collection of stones and odd things he kept in a shoebox until his younger brother stole it.
“A bullet casing. Do you know what that is?” When the boy shook his head, Brandt explained, showing him the under two-inch length with his fingers. “It’s a small metal cylinder about this long and kind of a gold color. Have you seen anything like that?”
“Nope, but my mom doesn’t let me hang out here much.”
“Well, then…if you’re not supposed to be here, maybe you should go on to school.”
“Yeah, OK.” He adjusted his backpack. “I can ask my friends. They sometimes play here.”
“That would be great. If you find it, give me a call.” Brandt took a card from his shirt pocket and stuck it in the boy’s backpack. “By the way, I’m Detective Brandt.” He stuck out his hand.
“I’m Joey.” He shook hands solemnly. “I hope you find your bullet thing.”
“Me too.” Brandt smiled as Joey half-skipped down the street. That’s why they did this job, to keep the streets safe for kids like him.
After a last look around the courtyard, Brandt returned to his car, sliding onto a seat already warmed by the morning sun. Low nineties today. Humid, of course. That was New Orleans for you. Even fall was AC weather. He flipped on the cooling system and blew out a frustrated breath. Back to the paperwork. He hadn’t learned anything this morning to support York’s sniper theory…or disprove it.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie bolted upright in bed, sweating, head pounding. Then she realized it had been a dream. Disgust washed over her. Why did she keep letting things get to her like this? She rubbed a hand over her forehead. She’d relived the shooting again, only this time a few details had changed—the shooter was a ghost crouched on the courtyard wall. After the first shot, he’d dropped the rifle and floated across the courtyard, growing larger and larger as he came straight at her. Then she’d woken.
It had to stop. She got out of bed, padded to the bathroom, and splashed water on her face. All of it had to stop. The nightmares. The ghosts. And for sure, Hurst had to stop these unexpected appearances.
She glanced at the clock. Seven. Not outrageously early. Picking up her phone, she punched in Dalia’s number. “I’d like to talk with you.”
“Of course, Maggie.” Not a hint of surprise. “Coffee’s already on. Come whenever you can.”
“I’ll be there in an hour.”
After a shower and coffee to-go from the cafe on the corner, Maggie set out on foot for Dalia’s home. Her steps slowed the closer she got, and she stopped on the front porch. She could still leave. With some distance from the bad dream, she regretted her impulsive call. Getting further involved with this confessed witch was like…embracing all this spirit world stuff. It was the last thing she wanted. But nothing else had worked, and she wanted her life back. It couldn’t really hurt, could it?
Brandt’s comment had stuck with her. He’d accused her of giving up, and he was right about one thing—it wasn’t like Maggie York. Whatever her new reality was, she had to find a way to deal with it. She squared her shoulders and knocked.
Dalia answered, took a quick look at her face, and lightly touched her arm. “Come in, dear. It’ll get better. I promise.”
“Let’s get on with it. I want to know everything.”
“That’s a tall order for one day, but we’ll do what we can.”
After Maggie told her about the latest encounters with Hurst’s ghost—she still cringed at the word—Dalia showed her a few simple techniques she should be using every day. In addition to explaining the properties of ordinary herbs and plants, the older woman gave her a bag of protection stones, and they spent the rest of morning on meditation techniques.
“It’s really about controlling your mind and body more than the outside forces.”
“But will this keep Hurst away?”
“That’s what I’m telling you,” Dalia said patiently. “He’s coming to you whenever he chooses because you’re letting him.”
“Is he really a ghost?” Maggie interrupted. “Or is my mind doing all of this?”
“Oh, he’s real. He’s not going to leave you alone until you satisfy him. And yes, before you ask, I believe he wants you to catch his killer.”
Maggie let out a deep sigh. “Why doesn’t he just tell me?”
“He can’t. There are rules. The veil is thin in New Orleans, allowing spirits to wander through, but they can only speak through certain people and most don’t have the power to touch or move objects. There are rare exceptions, but I don’t think Hurst is one of them. But all spirits can go anywhere they please, including through doors and walls, unless you block them out.”
Maggie frowned. Ghosts had rules? Hardly seemed fair. Once you were dead, shouldn’t you be able to do what you pleased? Except for Hurst…who needed to leave her alone. She sighed. “So, how do I block him?”
“The protection stones, herbal sachets, salt across your thresholds. All the things we’ve been talking about.”
Maggie cocked her head and pictured her best friend Annie Lynn or Coridan coming to her apartment and seeing salt on the floor. How would she explain that? Bad housekeeping? Over-enthusiastic seasoning? “What kind of herbal sachets?”
“Let’s have lunch, and then we’ll make a few. I hope you like shrimp gumbo.”
 
 
 
By mid-afternoon, Maggie’d had all the witchcraft she could take. Her head swam with a jumble of new information, including the detailed history of her more unique ancestors. This included her great-aunt Ophelia, the busybody clairvoyant who’d frightened her mother into leaving New Orleans, and the scariest member, Maria, a 1700s shirttail cousin even more distant than Dalia, who’d run her own dark coven. Maggie stood abruptly, shaking her head over Maria’s reported demise by levitating into the hereafter during a ritual. More likely someone had murdered her, given the witch’s history of nasty curses and betrayals.
Emotionally exhausted, Maggie left her cousin’s after promising to return the day after tomorrow. She was taking this one day at a time and still struggling to calm the raging skeptic inside. However, she carried a bag of herbal sachets, her protection stones, a couple of candles to focus her meditations, and a crystal for her nightstand.
Halfway home, her phone buzzed. Coridan. “Hey, partner, what’s going on? Anything new?” she asked.
“Not on this end. Are you up for coffee?”
“Sure. Where do you want to meet?”
He mentioned a local cafe, well within walking distance.
When she arrived fifteen minutes later, he was already seated at a table. He waved, and a smile lit his rugged face. Her lips curved in response. Meeting him was just what she needed. A return to normalcy after a very weird day.
“Looks like you’ve been shopping,” he said when she plopped Dalia’s bag on a spare chair.
“Just a few things from a friend.” What on earth would he think if he looked inside? Coridan was so grounded in the traditional. She almost chuckled imagining his reaction.
They spent several minutes on squad room gossip, but finally, he said casually, “I hear you remembered something about the shooting.”
She shot a look at his closed face. “A little. Brandt insisted I return to the scene. I think the shot came from the other end of the courtyard.”
Coridan stirred more sugar into his coffee. “That’s what I heard. Did you find any evidence?”
“After six months? No. It’s just a theory.”
“You should have called me.”
“About what? It’s not like I saw anything or know who did it.” Was he upset that she hadn’t discussed the new development with him first?
“It’s a start. Maybe you’ll think of something else.”
“Like what? My back was to the shooter. There’s nothing to remember. I couldn’t possibly see him.”
He raised his gaze. “What about before you turned to cuff the guy?”
She thought back to the scene. The fight. The fists and swinging steel bars. Ducking to avoid a direct hit and jerking one of the thugs to the side. She shook her head. “No, I was too focused on the fight and then the suspect.”
“Well, it was worth a shot to ask.” He grimaced. “Sorry, partner, poor choice of words. Other than Brandt’s pestering, are you OK? You seemed tense on the phone.”
“It’s a process, but I’m getting better at handling it.” She cocked her head. “You sound like you don’t like Brandt.”
Coridan made an offhanded wave of one hand. “He’s too cocky. And he’s hiding part of his past. There’s something not right about a seasoned homicide cop suddenly transferring from Boston to New Orleans.”
“Maybe he doesn’t like cold weather.”
 
 
 
But it was strange. Coridan’s doubts stayed with her after she left the cafe. What if Brandt wasn’t the solid guy he’d seemed? She frowned, caught off guard by a stab of disappointment. Why should she care? Except, his interest in her case was the only hope she’d had in months it would be solved. But if he was some kind of fraud…or worse yet, a corrupt cop…where did that leave her?
Hell of a day. First she’d listened to all that spirit world stuff, now questions about Brandt. She did what every woman did when the chips were down: she called her best friend Annie Lynn and arranged for a girls’ night out. Then she went home and took a long, bubble bath.
Brandt called just after six o’clock when she was putting on her makeup. She ignored the call. Whatever he wanted, it could wait until she had time to think things through. It was hard to separate the truth anymore, and she trusted Coridan’s instincts. If he was suspicious…
Brandt had shown up in New Orleans from the East Coast right after she was shot. Was it a coincidence? If not, what did that mean? Or had he been in the city longer than anyone knew? One of Paul Castile’s hired hit men? She snorted. Now she was getting fanciful.
Nevertheless, she got out her inside-the-waistband holster and secured her SIG. In case her shooting had been more than a random act and until she could figure out who to trust, she wasn’t taking any chances. She’d trust no one. Except Annie.
 
 
 
The movie was great, the popcorn dripping with butter. By the time the show was over and they stopped for a late dinner and drinks, Maggie felt almost normal. Well, as normal as possible these days.
They chatted about nothing while they ate, then Annie asked, “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? Something has happened. I can see it on your face.”
“I’m just confused. I’m a homicide cop, for God’s sake. I should be able to sort out my life, but I can’t seem to do it.” The events of the past few days came pouring out—the sighting of Hurst’s ghost in the bar, the murder scene, Brandt, Dalia, and finally the suspicions Coridan had raised. “I thought if I could solve my shooting, my life would go back the way it was. But that isn’t going to happen.” Maggie stopped and gave her silent friend a rueful look. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it? I should have told you I was still seeing things, but I was afraid it’d prove I was crazy.”
“No, no, not at all,” Annie said. “Actually, I’m kind of relieved.”
“Relieved? Are you kidding?”
“My grandmother has the sight. And think of all the haunted buildings around town. Maggie, it’s normal in New Orleans. At least to us natives.” Annie grinned. “My family goes back to the city’s founding. You should hear my family tree.”
Maggie leaned forward. “It that true?”
“Sure.” Annie’s grin broadened. “What? You think I’m nuts now?”
“Why haven’t I heard this before? We’ve known each other five years.”
“As you’re finding out, it isn’t something you share with non-believers. You’ve openly scoffed at the paranormal stuff, so I just left out that part of my life. It’s not like I’m a full-fledged practitioner of witchcraft, just a few herbs and a crystal or two.”
Maggie’s mouth dropped open. “You do that? Dalia gave me some things.” Relieved to have someone she could talk to, she recited a list of the items in her bag.
“I’d love to see them. Let’s get our dessert to go and take it to your place.”
 
 
 
Twenty minutes later, they sat on the floor in the middle of Maggie’s living room with a carryout container of chocolate lava cake with two forks sitting between them. Laid out in front were the candles, sachets, protection stones, and crystals from Dalia’s bag.
Annie took a forkful of cake, licked her lips, then picked up the crystal, a multifaceted pyramid that reflected an array of colors. “This is beautiful. Did you know you can cleanse your spirit by holding it in one hand and visualizing good energy flowing from it through your body and out the other hand?”
Maggie shook her head. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t know you did either.” Why hadn’t she suspected this side of Annie? Setting her dubious heritage aside, a cop was supposed to be perceptive, even intuitive. But she’d totally missed this facet of her best friend?
“These sachets smell so good.” Annie closed her eyes and held one of them to her nose. “This one will make you sleep like a baby.”
A knock on the door interrupted them. Maggie jumped, wondering who would be here at this time of night. It was after eleven. Did ghosts knock?
“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Annie asked.
“What if it’s Hurst?” Maggie whispered.
“I don’t think they can make any noise.”
“Oh, good point.”
She got up and looked through the peephole. A brown jacket. Not a black and gold hoodie. She left the door on the chain and opened it a crack. “Yes?”
“It’s Detective Brandt. Are you OK?” His face appeared in the opening.
“Yes, why wouldn’t I be?” She hesitated but finally unlatched the chain and opened the door a few inches. She didn’t invite him in—not with her nagging suspicions and with Dalia’s things spread over the floor.
“I called your cell. When you didn’t answer, I drove by and saw the light.”
“Sorry, I didn’t get back to you, but I was out for the evening.” She saw his eyes flicker behind her and moved to block his view. “I have company. Is this important or can we talk tomorrow?”
His eyes were shuttered now. “It’ll keep, now that I know you’re fine. Goodnight. Sorry to bother you.”
“No bother. I’ll call you in the morning.” She watched him walk away, then closed the door.
“That was sweet of him, but you weren’t very welcoming,” Annie said. “Wish I had a hunk like that checking on me.”
“You have Charlie.”
“Yeah, but he’s more the lovable Teddy Bear type, not Mr. Dark Intensity.”
Brandt was that. But what lay underneath? Maggie narrowed her eyes. A conscientious cop checking on the welfare of a victim, or something else? Something more menacing? Or more personal? She lifted a brow, both intrigued and wary. What would he have said or done if Annie hadn’t been there? She needed to know a whole lot more about Detective Brandt.
She turned to Annie. “How would you like to put your investigative reporter skills to work for me?” That was a polite way of referring to Annie’s ability to breach any online database and discover things about people they didn’t know themselves. Some people called it hacking. Annie thought of it as research.
“Doing what exactly?”
“Learning everything you can about Joshua Brandt. A total background check.”
“Checking his bf potential?” Annie’s mouth twisted in doubt. “Or do you really think he’s a dirty cop? That would be a waste of a beautiful man.”
“The point is…I don’t know.”
Annie shrugged. “Sure, I can do it, but it’s kind of outside my realm of human interest articles.”
Maggie snorted. “Nice try, Miss Innocence. I know you’ve hacked a lot of places I don’t officially want to know about, but I trust you to dig deep. Besides, he’s a human of interest to me.”
“Maybe in more ways than one?” Annie asked slyly.
Since her friend had brought it up twice, Maggie didn’t duck the personal issue this time. “He’s in charge of my case. He’ll be around, and I have to know if I can trust him.” She couldn’t deny the strong chemistry that sparked between them, but hormones weren’t always a reliable judge of character.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Brandt shook his head as he left Maggie York’s apartment building. Well, that was a brush off if he’d ever seen one. Her eyes were cool, guarded, almost suspicious. She hadn’t looked at him that way when he last saw her. Maybe she jealously guarded her privacy and resented him bringing casework to her home. He could understand that. Whatever the reason, York definitely hadn’t been pleased to see him.
She’d kept her body angled to prevent him from seeing into her apartment, but his added height was a bonus. Her visitor had been a petit, chestnut-haired woman. Cute, pixie face. But it was the paraphernalia on the floor that surprised him. He wouldn’t have guessed York was into the spiritual stuff. Crystals, candles. But this was New Orleans. Who wasn’t? Except for him.
He gave a deep sigh, more concerned than he should be over her lack of trust. The woman intrigued him—OK, she was hot—but he had to put that on a back burner. She might be a cop, but she was also a shooting victim. Vulnerable on some levels, definitely deserving of justice and protection. He needed to maintain that perspective. Anything else would be overstepping the line.
He settled into his unmarked car, puzzling over her sudden wariness. It still bothered him.
 
* * *
 
 
Even though it was Saturday, he went into the office the next morning and followed up with Maggie by relaying the autopsy report on Hurst and his girlfriend.
“Nothing much in it we didn’t know. They were shot with a 9mm. Approximate time of death was forty-eight hours prior to discovery. No other signs of trauma.”
“So Monday evening. That was right after the fingerprint identification.”
“Your point?”
“None. Just noting it.”
He didn’t believe that. Did she suspect a cop was involved? Or someone in the lab? A leak perhaps?
“Well, I have to run,” she said. “Thanks for the call, detective. I really appreciate it. I hope you’ll continue to keep me informed.”
“I’ll do what I can.” He disconnected and leaned back in his desk chair. Definitely something had changed. She’d been matter-of-fact, almost to the point of curtness. Maybe this was a sign of the instability he’d been warned about. In any case, it was a good reminder to keep his distance.
He spent the next few hours running down associates of Hurst, including Mick, the black guy the bartender had mentioned, checking out the gym where Hurst had spent several mornings a week, and looking through the tip file on the York case. A few items caught his attention—nothing big—but he made a to-do list for follow up. By mid-afternoon, he stacked the files on his desk and left for the firing range.
 
 
 
Three shooting lanes were already occupied, which left seven open at the police-only firing range. Brandt chose a space two down from the nearest officer. He wasn’t being unfriendly, but in his opinion, the small dividers allowed too many ejected casings to reach the next pod as flying missiles.
He’d completed three rounds with his Beretta and two with his backup Ruger, when he felt someone watching. He glanced over his shoulder and recognized York’s former partner, Ray Coridan. The other detective’s jawline was stiff, and he looked like a man with something to say. Sure enough, Coridan pointed to the earmuffs, then the door. The invitation was plain.
Curious, Brandt nodded. He shot one more round with the Ruger, then packed his gear. Coridan was waiting outside the door.
“Nice shooting,” Coridan said. “You must spend a lot of time at the range.”
His words were friendly enough but clipped, as if hurrying through the formalities.
“A fair amount.” Brandt waited for him to get to the point. It sure wasn’t his shooting ability.
“You took Maggie back to the courtyard.”
“It was helpful for me to understand what happened that night.” Where the hell was this going?
“She’s not ready. I talked to her afterward, and she was shaky. Maggie’s come a long way, and I don’t want some hot shot from back East to hinder her progress.”
Coridan’s stance had gone from casual to bulldog as he talked, his chin jutting out. Why was he so bent out of shape? Were he and Maggie an item? Brandt felt a twinge of regret. It might explain her coolness. Still, he hadn’t heard a relationship hinted around the office. But then he wasn’t exactly part of the gossip line.
He ignored the hotshot crack. “I just talked with her this morning. She seemed fine. Why the attitude? Is your interest personal?”
“You bet it’s personal. She’s my partner and deserves a chance to get past this. It won’t happen if you keep hounding her.”
Hounding? Coridan’s reaction seemed over-the-top. But he could see how York would bring out a man’s protective instincts. Maybe he’d feel the same if she were his partner.
“Look, Coridan. I have no intention of adding to her trauma. But I’m treating her like any other victim and asking her to help to the extent she can. That meant a trip to the scene. It’s over, and I don’t foresee going back. Satisfied?”
The other cop snorted. “Far from it. She can’t help you. She doesn’t remember anything. Just leave her alone.” He spun on his heels and walked away.
Brandt shifted the gun bag on his shoulder. Coridan didn’t understand human nature very well. By warning him off, he’d just upped Brandt’s interest. And given him more questions to think about.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie had run two miles that morning and was on her second cup of coffee when Annie called. “Hey, girlfriend.” Maggie set down her mug. “Thanks for keeping me company last night. It was good to do something fun for a change. I’m in a great mood today.”
“It was fun, but you’re making me feel guilty for calling. I, uh, started the research on Brandt, and it didn’t take long to find one part of the story. It’s not good.”
Maggie’s heart plummeted. She’d hoped to hear something that dispelled her suspicions. “OK.” She reached for the coffee pot and rewarmed her mug. “Tell me the worst.”
“It’s an article from a Boston newspaper in January of this year about a BPD detective arrested for possession of heroin. The officer was Joshua Brandt, a seven year veteran of the major crimes unit.”
Shocked, Maggie nearly spilled her coffee. That was the last thing she’d expected to hear. Drugs? He didn’t look or act the type.
“There’s a grainy photo of the arrest,” Annie continued, “but it’s him. I’m sorry, Maggie. It looks like your hunky cop is a druggie.”
Maggie blinked, thinking hard. “So what’s he doing here…still a cop and not in jail?”
“Maybe he made a deal to get off with probation, or they dropped the charges in return for his cooperation. Don’t they do that sort of thing?”
“Sometimes. But our captain would never hire a felon, convicted or not. And there’s no way he wouldn’t know about this.”
“I’ll keep digging, but it doesn’t look good.”
No, it didn’t. Maggie sighed deeply, disappointed, even feeling betrayed. She’d been drawn to Brandt, opened up to him. Just more proof that she couldn’t trust anyone, even herself. Her instincts were off.
“Thanks, Annie. Call me if you find anything else.”
Maggie disconnected and dropped into a chair at the kitchen table. She propped one elbow on the table and rested her chin on her palm. And she thought about his deceiving steel-blue eyes.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie spent the weekend practicing the skills Dalia had taught her. She was getting better at meditation and visualization, although she preferred to think of it as focusing. The large crystal sat on her nightstand, and two of the sachets were under her pillow to encourage good dreams. To her surprise, something must have worked. The nightmares stopped.
Monday and Tuesday she returned to work with Dalia during the morning and talked with Annie every day. While her reporter friend dug for details, Maggie checked online police records and discovered the drug charges against Brandt had been dismissed four months later. Neither Annie nor Maggie could find any explanation…but he hadn’t been reinstated on the Boston police force. That smacked of a deal or a technical out.
By Wednesday, Maggie decided there was only one way she might get the truth, and she called Captain Jenson. He seemed pleasantly surprised to hear from her until she asked about Brandt’s arrest.
“Where’d you hear that rumor?” he demanded gruffly.
“It’s not a rumor. It was in the Boston paper, and I found the arrest online. Charges were dropped. I want to know why.”
“I can’t discuss another officer with you.” Jenson’s voice was curt. “This is none of your business, Maggie.”
“I disagree…as long as he’s assigned to my case. I have a right to know if he’s reliable.”
“Then I’ll tell you. He’s reliable.”
“Not good enough.”
The captain released a sharp hiss. “I’m trying to cut you some slack because you’ve been a good officer and you’ve been through a bad time, but don’t push me on this. Whatever happened to Brandt in Boston is behind him. Now if you want to talk about something else, I’d be happy to, but otherwise this conversation is over.”
Afterward Maggie analyzed every word the captain had said, but she couldn’t decipher a hidden meaning, nothing left to interpretation except the implied admission in those two words: whatever happened. But the captain claimed he was reliable. Did that mean he’d been to drug treatment? Nine months was too short a time to assume a druggie would stay clean. Oh, hell, what was she doing, dissecting conversations like some teenager. She had way too much time on her hands.
Maggie headed for the gym and spent an hour swimming laps in the pool. When she finished, she took an allergy pill. It was time for her weekly volunteer visit to the animal shelter. She loved dogs and cats, enjoyed being around them and watching their antics. Unfortunately she was allergic to their dander. Since she couldn’t take one into her home, she spent time helping to groom new arrivals once a week. Afterward, she’d need to shower and disinfect her clothes in the washer. But she never missed a visit. It was her feel-good moment of the week.
 
 
 
It was nearly dark when Maggie left the shelter and drove home. She hummed to herself, smiling as she remembered the antics of the shelter’s new litter of kittens. She’d just parked her car on the street when her arms prickled, a wave of unease sweeping over her. Her head whipped up, and she spotted Hurst standing in front of her apartment building.
Her good mood vanished instantly. He hadn’t been around in days. She’d hoped…well, it didn’t make a difference now. Dalia had warned her he’d be back.
She pushed an instinctual sense of dread away and walked steadily toward the building entrance. He slid directly in her path. She stopped and looked around, checking for observers. “What do you want?”
He appeared to bounce around, his movements less human than before, his image fading into gray around the edges.
“That’s it?” she said impatiently. “How am I supposed to interpret that?” She tried to walk around him, but he glided in front of her. Maggie frowned, gritted her teeth, and walked straight through him, shuddering at the sudden cold. She rubbed her arms, but before she could open the door, he was in front of her again, barring the entrance.
“This is getting old. You seem to be nothing more than a ghostly stalker. Go away,” she snapped, her frustration morphing into a spurt of anger. He didn’t move, still blocking her path, and she wasn’t walking through that eerie cold again. OK, Dalia, let’s see if you know your stuff. Maggie drew in a deep breath, squeezed her eyes shut, and focused on commanding him to leave—repeating the order three times, as Dalia had told her.
She cautiously lifted her lashes and peered around. Disbelief, then a sense of relief, even elation flooded over her. He was gone. Maggie grinned. Who knew it could be that easy?
Still marveling over her success, Maggie entered her apartment, threw her clothes in the washer, and quickly showered. She’d changed into sweats and wandered into the kitchen to check out the contents of the fridge when she heard a noise. Unidentified but distinct enough to draw her attention. She tensed and automatically reached for her gun. It was still in the laundry room where she’d left it.
Hurst? But he’d never made noise before or entered her apartment. Mice? Rats?
Maggie flattened against the wall and listened, her heartbeat racing. Seconds ticked off slowly. When the sound wasn’t repeated, she pushed away from the wall and stepped toward the living area for a better look around. There was nothing. She must be jumpy from the encounter with Hurst.
Her appetite had fled, but she returned to the kitchen for a soda. A little carbonation to settle her overactive nerves. She opened the refrigerator and crouched to grab a cola from the bottom shelf.
A pistol shot rang out; a thud hit the fridge door. Maggie dropped to the hardwood floor and rolled behind the counter. Damn, damn, damn. Why hadn’t she gotten her gun? The kitchen drawer had a few knives. Not a good defense against a gun, but if he got close enough… She moved into a crouch and reached a hand toward the drawer.
The front door slammed. Then silence. Maggie peeked over the counter. When no one shot at her, she sprang to her feet, grabbed her phone from the counter, and dialed 911. Retrieving her SIG Sauer from the laundry, she ran to the front door. The hallway was empty, except for a man looking cautiously out his door. She waved him back inside and took the stairs to the first floor, checking the street in front and then the side alley. She shook her head in disgust. The intruder was long gone.
Two minutes later four street cops arrived, and she explained what happened. Two of them immediately checked the rest of her apartment, and two went downstairs to look around outside. She was staring at the bullet hole in her refrigerator door when Coridan walked in. Brandt was only a few seconds behind. She noticed neither spoke to the other.
Coridan put an arm around her. “Are you OK? Did you see who it was?”
“I didn’t see anything.” She explained what had happened. “When I heard the door slam, I got my gun and followed, but he was already out of the building.”
“He?” her partner prompted.
“Sorry, figure of speech. I didn’t even get a glimpse of the shooter. A neighbor guy was looking out his door in the hallway. Maybe he saw something.”
“We’ll check it out.” Coridan frowned at her. “So you didn’t have your gun handy? Good thing he ran, or you could have been in real trouble. Must have been a burglar who didn’t expect to find anyone at home.”
She shook her head. “I had the lights on. And the shower had been running just minutes before.” Maggie winced, thinking what could have happened if he’d caught her in the shower. From now on her SIG would go everywhere with her.
“All that’s important is he didn’t get a chance to hurt you,” Coridan said.
“I don’t think he wanted to,” Brandt said mildly. He’d been looking at the fridge door during the conversation. “Seems more like a warning, a threat of some kind. Any unusual phone calls lately? Anyone hanging around, following you?”
She shook her head again. “Nothing out of the ordinary.” Except a ghost. And Maggie was pretty sure Hurst wasn’t carrying a gun. She frowned. But it was odd Hurst had been around tonight. Oh god. Had he tried to warn her? Was the intruder already inside her apartment…waiting? She shivered and rubbed her arms. She hadn’t checked. She’d assumed her apartment was safe.
“Did you think of something?” Brandt asked.
Maggie met his gaze. Did he have to notice everything? “No, I’m just getting a headache.” She rubbed her temples.
One of the patrol cops came in the front door. “We found a gun outside. A SIG Sauer. Smells like it’s been fired, but we didn’t touch it in case of prints. My partner stayed with it.”
Coridan turned to look at Maggie. “Don’t you carry a SIG?”
“I have two. But my primary is behind me on the counter,” she said, waving a hand toward the pistol. “My backup is in the nightstand.”
“I’ll check to see if it’s still there.” Coridan disappeared behind the dividing wall.
Brandt placed a call to the crime scene techs before turning back to Maggie. “Any idea how he got in?”
“None. I hadn’t been home long. Maybe twenty minutes. But I’m sure the door was locked when I got here, and I locked it again behind me. It’s automatic. Do you think he was already inside?” She cringed at the uncertainty in her voice.
“We’ll have a better answer after the scene is processed. Do you have someplace to stay tonight where you’ll feel safe?”
Was he kidding? Maggie straightened. Maybe she deserved that question. Hadn’t she been playing the what-if game with her head a few minutes ago like some rookie? “I’m not leaving. Nobody’s chasing me out of my apartment.”
The corner of Brandt’s mouth twitched, and he turned away. “Suit yourself.”
Had he deliberately goaded her?
“No gun in the nightstand,” Coridan announced as he returned.
Maggie sighed. “Then I’d bet my prints are the only ones you’ll find on the gun outside.”
Brandt didn’t stay long, and Coridan left as soon as Maggie assured him again she was all right. The techs arrived, dug the bullet from the fridge door, checked the locks on her apartment, and left, presumably taking her spare SIG back to the lab. It was nearly two o’clock when her apartment was finally empty and quiet again. Surprisingly, she fell asleep immediately and slept without interruption.
 
 
 
By eight she was contemplating the cost of a new refrigerator and drinking coffee at the kitchen counter when Coridan called.
“The lab put a rush on the evidence from last night, and you were right. The gun is registered to you. The bullet from the fridge is a match, and the only prints on the SIG are yours.”
“So he wore gloves. Not a surprise.” She took a sip of coffee.
“That’s one interpretation.” His uneasy hesitation was obvious.
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t get upset, Maggie, but they’re questioning whether there was an intruder.”
She straightened. “I don’t understand. Someone thinks I imagined it? Or made it up? What about the bullet? Am I supposed to have shot up my fridge too?” When he didn’t respond, she demanded, “Who’s they?”
“Not me.” His mild tone, clearly intended to be soothing, grated on her nerves. “I believe your version, others don’t.”
“Who?” she repeated. “Brandt? The captain?”
“They don’t know you as well as I do.”
She dropped into a kitchen chair. Could things get any crazier? “Did they actually say that?”
Coridan snorted. “Does it matter? If they haven’t yet, they will. It’s what the evidence says.” He ticked off the damning points. “Your gun, your fingerprints, no forced entry, not finishing the job even though you were unarmed. The story’s all over District 13.”
Oh god. Her face burned. Could she ever set foot in the precinct again? She couldn’t even talk about it right now. “Thanks for telling me, Coridan, but I’ve got to go.”
“Are you OK? Maggie, I’m sorry I upset you, but I thought you’d want to know. Shall I come over?”
She bit back an angry response. It wasn’t his fault. “I’m fine, but I have things to do. I’ll call you later.”
Maggie disconnected before he could pour on more sympathy. She was sick of being treated like a helpless or unstable victim. So she’d better quit acting like one and start thinking like a cop again. Which she hadn’t been doing, especially the last few days. How could she leave her firearm in the laundry room? She’d never done that before. Or leave the chains off the front door? She’d lost her edge. If she didn’t get it back, she’d not only be unemployed, she’d be dead.
She downed another cup of coffee, grabbed her SIG, and headed for the firing range. Maggie had thinking to do, and shooting sharpened her thoughts better than anything else.
 
 
 
When she exited the range two hours later, she felt calmer than she had all week. She walked toward her Toyota and sighed when she saw Brandt’s Ford parked next to it. Now came the accusations. Thanks to Coridan, she was ready. As she drew near, he lowered his window.
“Detective Brandt, how’d you find me this time?”
“Easy enough. I thought about where I would go.” He opened his car door and got out. “But all the practice in the world won’t help if your weapon’s in the other room.”
“Yeah, that was a serious lapse. It won’t happen again.”
He studied her face. “I can see that.”
Maggie bristled. “You think I’ve gotten a grip on myself? I was never as out of control as you think.”
He frowned at her emphatic response. “Meaning?”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why did you track me down? To talk about last night?”
“Sure. That will do. Do you have anything to tell me?”
“Like confessing I did it?” she snapped. “Well, I didn’t. I don’t care what the evidence says.”
His frown cleared, and he almost smiled. “Ah, the fingerprint results. Not unexpected. If the intruder was going to set you up to look bad, he’d hardly risk leaving his own prints behind by not wearing gloves.”
“But I thought—” Maggie blinked. “You believe it was a setup?”
“That’s how I read it. If he wanted you dead, why not finish the job? And why drop the gun outside? What I don’t know is how he got into your apartment, and why he went to all this trouble.”
“But Cor—” She stopped and said ruefully, “I thought no one believed me. Given all that’s happened over the past few months.”
He offered no response to her comment but leaned against the side of his car. “It appears somebody wants you discredited. The question is why. To stop you from doing or saying something? Or at least stop anyone from believing it?” He turned a level gaze on her. “Do you know some secret, York?”
“If I do, I don’t know what it is. If you think it’s about my shooting, I’ve already told you I didn’t see anything in the courtyard that night.”
He shrugged and looked away. “Maybe it wasn’t that night. Maybe it was the night before. Or a month before.”
“What are you saying?”
“I don’t know. I’m just thinking aloud. None of it makes sense…yet.” He suddenly flashed a smile that made her heart skip a beat. “Sometimes I have to go down a lot of wrong roads before I arrive at the truth, but it’ll come.” He reached into his open car window, pulled out a brown paper bag, and handed it to her. “Your backup SIG. We’re through with it. Keep it close. You were lucky last night, but the shooter might have something else in mind next time.”
Without saying good-bye, Brandt got back in his car, nodded to her, and drove away. Maggie watched him go. He’d given her a lot to think about. But it was the smile that held her attention, the way it reached and lit up his eyes. Damn, she hoped he didn’t turn out to be a dirty cop.
 
 
 
By the time she parked near her home, Maggie’s mood had deteriorated to a frown. She’d gone over the parking lot conversation in her head a couple of time, and one question kept jumping out. How had last night’s intruder gotten inside? It almost seemed like he’d had a key. But she hadn’t shared her apartment key with anyone. Not a cleaning service, no one watered her plants, even Annie didn’t have a key. And she certainly didn’t have one hidden under a potted plant. So how would he get one? The landlord? Worth checking but doubtful. Otherwise, it seemed inescapable that he’d borrowed or stolen her keys and made a copy—or he’d made an impression of the lock. Either way, she must have seen the intruder before, probably knew him. He might even have visited her home.
She immediately thought of Brandt’s Friday night visit. Had he touched the door or door frame with something to take an impression? She couldn’t remember where his hands had been. She was focused on his eyes. Why was that?
Knock it off, Maggie. She shook her head. This was no time to get sidetracked by the man’s obvious appeal. Was the lock why he’d been there that night? And was that why he now believed her? Softening her up? Did he work for someone…who wanted her dead or at least frightened out of her wits? Literally.
Geez. That was paranoid thinking. He might be a druggie or drug dealer—a fact she found hard to believe when he flashed that smile—but it didn’t mean he wanted to harm or discredit her. So what possible motive could he have? He already had her job, and her chances of getting it back were slim or non-existent. But it was curious the attack had come the same day she’d asked Captain Jenson about Brandt’s background.
 
 
 
Maggie spent several hours on the computer that evening checking out a list of sites Annie had sent her via e-mail. They detailed a picture of Brandt and his history with the Boston PD. He’d had a distinguished career, including a well-publicized award for heroism in freeing five hostages, including a fellow officer. Maybe that’s why the DA dropped the drug charges and allowed him to resign. Annie planned to call the Boston prosecutor’s office tomorrow, ostensibly as a follow-up on a local story, but now it seemed like a risky move. Anyone willing to drop the charges against him might also notify him Annie was poking around. Maggie didn’t want her best friend in trouble…or danger. Should she tell Annie to back off?
Maggie sat back in the chair and thought about it. Were her suspicions of Brandt based on fact? Or was she seeing trouble where there wasn’t any? What exactly had he done to set her on edge? She gave a rueful smile. Maybe it wasn’t anything he’d done, right or wrong, but her response to his presence that made her wary. Well…and the fact he had her job.
She pushed away from the computer, pulled a beer from the fridge, and called Annie. “Hi. I’m calling because I have a rule against drinking alone.”
Annie laughed. “Happy to be your plus one. Let me grab something.”
They talked for several minutes, and Maggie mentioned her concerns about calling the Boston DA.
“Well, what’s the alternative?” Annie asked. “You can’t call. A cop calling would make him suspicious for sure. Besides, what can he do to me other than say it’s none of my business?”
“I guess.” Maggie still had her doubts, but Annie was determined and changed the subject. Maggie soon brought her up to date on last night’s intruder and the PD’s suspicions.
“How could they think you’d make it up? That’s stupid. Besides the fact that you just wouldn’t do it, what would be the point?”
Maggie sighed. “I don’t think I even asked. Something lame, no doubt. Or something psychotic. Some of them must think I’m seriously demented. And sometimes I think they’re right. Like every time I see Hurst. Oh, that reminds me.” She related the ghost’s appearance outside her building the night before.
“See, Dalia was right,” Annie said. “She told you to pay attention to him. Maybe he’s your guardian angel and will hang around forever.” Annie giggled.
“Geez, Annie, not funny. Did that beer go to your head?” But imagining Hurst as an angel in his black and gold hoodie was funny.
“Lighten up, girlfriend. Think of this ghost thing as putting you among the privileged few. A lot of people in New Orleans are dying to see a ghost. Get it? Dying…ghost…” Annie’s voice dissolved into giggles again.
Maggie groaned. “Oh, stop. Please stop.” But she grinned at the phone.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Brandt rubbed the knot in his neck. Tension had built all morning. Odd stares, avoidance of his desk. He leaned back, stretched out his legs, and pretended to be lost in thought. His gaze surreptitiously swept the room. What was going on? Did the squad blame him for the rumors circulating about York?
He watched for another minute, noting the quickly averted gazes whenever he caught them looking. He’d seen this kind of treatment before. In Boston. Finally, he stood, went to the break room, and refilled his coffee mug. When he returned, a hastily scrawled note sat in the middle of his desk.
Wouldn’t the vice squad be a better fit for a drug pusher?
What the hell? Had somebody been checking up on him? He clenched his jaw. He’d counted on leaving his past a thousand miles behind him, but apparently not. The looks of disapproval seemed bolder now. A couple of officers didn’t bother to hide their disdain.
The air was so charged that Brandt wasn’t surprised when Captain Jenson summoned him to his office right before lunch. Jenson was a hands-on supervisor, especially with employee issues. The captain was on the phone when Brandt entered and waved him to a seat.
Brandt looked around at the uncluttered room. Jenson liked things tidy, a habit he said he’d learned in the Navy, and it showed in his grooming and deportment. Short, salt-and-pepper hair, upright bearing, direct gaze. He’d shed his jacket, but his white shirt was immaculate.
Jenson hung up the phone and got right to the point. It wasn’t what Brandt had expected. “What do you think of this York business? Did she fake the intrusion? It doesn’t sound like her.”
“I think it’s bull. Someone is working hard to discredit her.”
Jenson narrowed his eyes. “Who? And why?”
“I haven’t figured it out. She must know or have seen something she doesn’t realize is important. It’s the only explanation that fits the facts.”
“But you have no proof. Or even an idea of what it might be.” Jenson steepled his fingers. “Isn’t it just as likely she’s a confused young woman? She was one of the brightest, but since the shooting…well, you’ve met her.”
“She isn’t the distraught woman I expected. Her status has been exaggerated—and not on the good side—in my opinion.”
“Interesting you’re defending her. She called about you.”
“What about me?” Brandt had a sinking feeling he knew. It might explain how distant she’d been recently and the squad’s mood today.
“She’d heard about your trouble in Boston. I didn’t tell her anything.” Jenson cocked his head. “But maybe you should. I’ve seen the behavior in the precinct this morning.”
“You think she told them?”
“No, not her style, and I don’t think she’s in contact with most of them. But she might have discussed it with Coridan. They’re still close. And he would have spread the word. He doesn’t like you.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed. But I can’t tell anyone what really happened. Not yet. Maybe not ever. It’s not entirely my story to tell.”
“I understand your hesitation, but I warned you I couldn’t let it become a disruption. Find a way to resolve this.”
Brandt let out a frustrated breath. “I’ll try. There’s one or two who might listen and accept there’s another side to the story.”
“Let me know if I can help. And keep me apprised on York.”
Brandt stood in response to the captain’s obvious dismissal and let himself out.
Damn it to hell. He didn’t want to share any of his past. It was his business, not anyone else’s. At least no one here. But cops being what they were, he’d have to meet the squad halfway if he wanted to stick around. That was the warning behind the captain’s remarks. Make this problem go away, or he’d be looking for another department.
 
* * *
 
 
Homicide Detective Tom Ross eyed Brandt over his coffee mug. “So the DA dropped the charges against you?”
Brandt nodded and glanced around the nearly empty cafe. It was past the lunch hour and only a few lingered over coffee. No one was paying any attention to the three cops. “If I could, I’d give you the details, but like I said, there are others involved.”
“Coridan’s not going to accept that.” Ross’s partner, Stan Barclay, leaned back in the plastic and chrome chair.
“That’s his problem.” Brandt shrugged. “I’m not sure why, but Coridan isn’t going to believe anything good about me. I hoped you’d think differently.”
“Maggie York is why. He’s always had an eye out for her and wasn’t going to like anyone that took her place.”
“I can’t change when or why I was hired.” Brandt left it at that and waited to see their response to everything they’d heard. He’d worked on a case with Ross and Barclay when he first came to New Orleans. They’d gotten along OK, and after leaving the captain’s office an hour ago, he’d invited them to a lunch. They’d been reluctant, but they’d come and listened while he told them about his arrest in Boston, the DA’s conclusion he was innocent, and that the charges were dropped. He kept it brief, minus names and relationships, and they’d have to do a lot of reading between the lines to come even close to the truth.
“You did a standup job on the Dunway case,” Barclay finally said. He looked at Ross, then back to Brandt. “I’ve no reason to think you’re lying now. There’s some things a man can’t talk about. I respect that.”
“Yeah, me too.” Ross took a drink of his coffee. “But this business about Maggie York, you’ve got it all wrong.”
“In what way?”
Ross’s face darkened. “If she says somebody shot at her, they did.”
“I agree.”
Barclay’s brows shot up. “That wasn’t what we heard. And on top of the Boston thing…well, it got the guys pretty fired up this morning.”
Coridan again. If he didn’t back off, they might have to eventually have a talk.
Brandt nodded at Barclay. “Somebody set her up the other night. To discredit or scare her…but not to kill. It doesn’t make sense any other way. Any idea who?”
“You think it was one of us? Another cop?”
“Wait a minute.” Brandt held up a hand and grinned. “Let’s not get another rumor started, unless you know something I don’t. I meant cases that went sour, suspects she arrested. Dissatisfied victims’ families. Old boyfriends.”
Barclay visibly relaxed, finished his coffee, and set it down. “York’s pretty private. You’d have to ask her about the personal stuff. She doesn’t date within the office, not even Coridan.”
“Has he tried?” Brandt was pretty sure he knew the answer, and it explained a lot.
Barclay shrugged. “He’s had the hots for Maggie as long as I can remember. As for threats, I can’t think of anyone who’s singled her out.”
“We all get them, but I never heard York express any particular concern,” Ross added. “She had a thing about bringing down Bullet Castile, but this incident seems a little subtle for him.”
Brandt looked at his watch, laid three twenties on top of the bill, and rose. “I guess we won’t solve it over lunch. Thanks for listening.”
“No problem. We’ll do what we can to squash the rumors. Do right by York. That will go a long way toward squaring you with the squad.”
 
 
 
After lunch Brandt returned to the precinct long enough to gather several files and call York to warn her he was on the way over. Her voice hadn’t been welcoming, but it was time they went through her cases…and her private life, looking for anyone who might have tried to kill her six months ago and now had a subtler plan to make her life miserable. Or maybe two people working together but with different methods. Dissimilar as the two incidents seemed, he couldn’t get past the gut feeling they were connected. Otherwise, the intrusion made no sense at all.
He parked his car on the street and had walked around to retrieve his files from the passenger seat when his phone buzzed.
Marty Penz. Why was the Boston DA calling him? “Marty, it’s been a while.”
“But not long enough, huh?” Penz always was blunt. He was a hard but fair man, and Brandt hadn’t made it easy for him to make the right call. “I’m not sure why, because I’m the one who did you a favor, but I thought I should give you a head’s up. A New Orleans reporter by the name of Annie Moore called this morning. Asked me all about your case.”
Brandt closed his eyes. What else could go wrong today? “What’d you tell her?”
“That charges were dropped, and I referred her to the online public records for verification. But she was persistent. She’ll keep digging.”
Brandt grimaced. “OK, I’ll check into it. Thanks, I appreciate the call.”
“No problem. Enjoying the warmer climate?”
They talked another minute or two before disconnecting, then Brandt gathered the files, shaking his head. He would bet Maggie York or one of her cop friends knew Annie Moore and put her up to this.
He dismissed his irritation with a soft curse and studied her building in daylight. Traditional French Quarter, mid-price. It’s what he would expect on a cop’s salary. No security personnel. They relied on a buzzer system. He pushed the button above her name; she buzzed him in. He suspected he could have pushed any apartment, and at least one or two would have buzzed him in without question. He climbed the stairs to the third floor without seeing another tenant. So far, an intruder would have it easy.
Maggie opened the door as soon as he rang and led him into the kitchen area. She waved him to a seat at the small table and chairs. “What can I get you? Coffee, a beer?”
“I’m good, thanks.” He set the files on the table and chose a chair. “I know neither of us wants to be at this all night, so shall we get started?”
“Suits me. Those look like my case files.”
“Recent ones mostly. I thought we’d go through them, looking for anyone who bears a grudge or some small piece that doesn’t fit. But first, let’s talk about the personal angle.” She was still standing, and he leaned back, cocking a brow at her. “Any trouble with your neighbors?”
“No, I hardly see them.”
“Old or current boyfriends?”
“None that want to kill me or frame me for whatever,” she said dryly.
Brandt noted the lack of detail, but maybe there was nothing in particular to tell. The thought rather pleased him. He’d looked for evidence of a male frequenting her apartment and hadn’t seen any.
He continued through a list of business contacts, creditors, hang-up calls, problems at work. Each time her answer was negative. Since everyone has issues at one time or another, he suspected she was too focused on the job to even notice outside annoyances.
“That just leaves the files.” He leaned forward, opened the first one, and looked up at her. “Are you going to sit down?”
“Not yet. I need to ask you something.”
Brandt leaned back again, his eyes on her face, suspecting what was coming next. “Go ahead.”
“I know about Boston. Ten months ago you were arrested and charged with possession of heroin.”
 
 
 
In the pregnant silence that followed, Maggie watched for his reaction. Except for a slight tightening along the jawline, he gave no overt response.
“Is there a question in there somewhere?” His voice displayed similar control.
“Don’t play games. What happened? Are you a user? Or were you dealing as a side job?”
“How is it any of your business?” He still seemed calm, if she ignored the storm clouds in those steel-blue eyes.
“It is, if your judgment is compromised by drugs or dictated by some drug lord like Bullet Castile.”
“Fair enough. The answer to both is no.”
When he didn’t go on, she frowned at him. “And I should just accept that?”
“If you don’t intend to believe me, why did you ask?” The storm clouds darkened. “A game of gotcha is beneath you, York. Now can we get on with these files?”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’re refusing to tell me?”
“I thought I did.” His steady voice was maddening. “If you want more, you’ll have to be more specific.”
“What happened in Boston?” she snapped.
He lifted a brow.
“OK, that’s not more specific, but I’m not playing twenty questions with you. Why were the charges dropped?”
“The DA decided he had insufficient grounds for prosecution.”
Her frustration mounted. “But you had drugs on you at the time of arrest.”
“Again, not a question, but yes, I did.”
Maggie’s heart sank. She hadn’t wanted him to be guilty.
She dropped into the chair across from him, searching her mind for an explanation that would mitigate his actions. “I don’t understand. Were you working undercover? Maybe turning in drugs you’d found or confiscated?”
“No.” He gave her a pointed look. “I’ve given you an answer. Several, in fact. Can we get back to the files?”
She looked at him for a long moment. “Fine. But this isn’t finished. There’s some kind of explanation or you wouldn’t be running around free.” She leaned forward to catch his eye. “I’m going to figure it out.”
“I don’t think so.” A hint of a smile touched his lips. “Right now, let’s concentrate on you. Tell me about Paul Castile and why you’re so focused on him. I understand he’s been operating in New Orleans more than twenty years and never been caught on anything worse than trespass, interference, and numerous parking tickets.”
Maggie followed his redirection. “He’s a scumbag. Castile runs the biggest, most corrupt organization in New Orleans. Murder, drugs, prostitution, gambling, human trafficking—”
“I know what he does. But your dogged pursuit of him looks personal. Is it? Do you know him?”
Maggie sighed. “I’ve never met him, but I know men like him. In Chicago they ran our neighborhood. I was ten when I saw a kid killed in a drug-related drive-by. It warps your perspective.” She shifted uncomfortably. “My first murder case in New Orleans is still open. Oh, not technically. We caught the killer, but the man behind it was Castile. I can’t prove it, but he had his own man executed for whatever reason, and a young woman, a bystander, was shot in the process. Collateral damage. People like Castile leave a lot of it lying around. So, yes. It’s personal.”
“Does he know of your interest? Could he be coming after you before you become a threat to him?”
“I doubt if I’m even a blip on his radar. There’s never been enough evidence to bring him in.”
“I’d still bet he knows who you are. These creeps usually have a pretty good ear on the community, and a cop or two in their pocket. But we’ll set him aside for now. Let me know if he’s connected to other cases as we discuss them.” He glanced at the open file in front of him. “What happened in the Otley case?”
They went through the pile one case at a time. He asked good questions regarding missing witnesses, open cases, lost evidence. Any case that had an irregularity—and what case didn’t if someone looked closely enough? She wondered if he was looking for her shooter/intruder or investigating her.
She finally interrupted. “Why is all this important?”
He looked up and stretched a shoulder. “Because I think you know or have seen something incriminating. And someone doesn’t want you to remember it.”
She gaped at him and leaned forward. “But I don’t. I’m not hiding anything.”
“Not that you’re aware of. What if it’s something you don’t recall or haven’t figured out its importance? A face in a crowd, an unguarded word, a seemingly harmless piece of evidence sitting in our lab. It could be anything.”
“If that’s the case, I’m not much of a threat.”
“Until you make the connection. Anything can trigger a memory.” He frowned, as if she were being needlessly oppositional.
OK. Maybe she was. “If you’re right, how do I figure it out?”
“We prod your memory. Just like we’re doing.”
Maggie sighed, got up, and put the coffee pot on. They were both going to need a caffeine transfusion before this session was over.
At six they ordered oriental takeout. At eight-thirty, Brandt looked at his watch and closed the last file. “That’s it. And nothing’s jumped out and shouted ‘look at me’ in the last seven hours.”
Maggie stood and stretched. “My brain’s fried. How about a beer or a glass of wine?”
“What are you having?”
“Beer, I think.”
“Make it two.”
She nabbed the bottles from the new fridge delivered that day and handed him one.
“Thanks.” He extended his long legs out in front of him. “I have a preference for bottles too.” He frowned and tapped his pen on a case file he’d set to one side.
“Why the dark frown?” she asked. “Don’t you ever relax?”
“Not when something is bothering me.” He pulled his legs in and straightened. “I keep thinking we’ve missed something about your last open case, the Otley file.”
“Not that unique, except we haven’t identified the shooter. Ordinary hit job by Castile’s gang. The victim was an upstart minor competitor, and Castile had him eliminated.”
“Maybe there’s something that could tie back to him, and you were shot to stop you from nosing around.”
“Then why wouldn’t he go after Coridan too? The case is still under investigation.”
“But unsolved six months later.”
“Eight months. We’d had it for sixty days before I was shot.”
He glanced at the file again. “No prints. No ID. No ballistics match. What did you have? What were you working on that isn’t in here?”
“Nothing really. We had 9mm shell casings that may or may not be involved, witnesses who saw nothing. Case was open, but going nowhere. We’d investigated and closed two shootings after it.”
“I see the casings are marked as unusable, but nothing about bullets. Too mangled for a match?”
She shrugged. “Never found any. The kill shot was a through and through to the head.”
He frowned at her. Another compromised crime scene? “Did the CS techs screw up?”
“I don’t think so. It was obvious where Otley’d been shot from the pool of blood and the spatter pattern, but the body had been tossed in one of several trash bins. The bullet could have landed a block away or fallen on the ground and rolled away. It was a tough area to search with rubbish scattered all over. The techs looked everywhere, including the walls of nearby buildings, according to the predicted trajectories. Maybe the shooter spotted it and took it with him. We were lucky they recovered anything in that mess.”
“Four casings, I believe. Indicating three misses. That’s a lot of bullets to lose.
She shook her head. “I don’t think there were four shots. Witnesses only heard one, and the casings were too widely scattered. I spotted one—thought it was the bullet, at first—under the trash bin with the body, but another was found twenty feet away.”
“Sloppy. Why wouldn’t he police his brass?” Brandt mused.
“That’s just the thing, he may have. The casings were unusable because they didn’t match each other. Like someone might have grabbed them off the floor of a shooting range. It was odd, and could have been an attempt to throw us off. But in that area, everybody’s got a gun. We find damaged brass discarded all the time.”
She frowned. But it was strange she’d mistaken the casing for a bullet. It had only been a quick glance, but still… Later, the lab had been adamant—no bullets found. And whether planted or innocently discarded, the casings had been worthless. So was every other lead they’d had on the case.
Brandt set his empty bottle down and stood, gathering his files. “It’s getting late, and I’ve taken up most of your day. Thanks for the beer. And for your time. We may not have pinpointed the answer, but I have a better feel for your cases. If anything else occurs to you, call me.”
“I’ll do that.” She walked him to the door, oddly reluctant to see him go and feeling she should say something. She’d been pretty aggressive about the drug charges, and yet he’d devoted a lot of time going over her case…considered cold three months ago. “Brandt, I appreciate your efforts. And…I won’t bring up Boston again.”
He looked at her, his eyes hooded. “You could tell Annie Moore to back off too. I don’t need a news article dredging it up again.”
Maggie was taken aback that he’d made the connection, but she wasn’t going to lie to him. “That won’t happen. She isn’t researching an article. Annie’s a friend. She’s been checking around on my behalf.”
He gave her a long look this time, his eyes unreadable.
“Who told you?” she finally asked to break the charged silence.
“Boston DA. Goodnight, Maggie.” He let himself out.
She leaned against the door. Maggie. Not York this time, but Maggie.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Brandt strode away from her apartment building, slid into his car, and revved the engine. He pulled onto the street before he gave in to less civilized impulses. He wanted to go back and strangle her. Or kiss her until those cool eyes melted. Somehow the two didn’t seem incompatible. What an infuriating woman she was. What business did she have digging around in his past? Or looking so tired and vulnerable when she thought he wasn’t looking?
She was gutsy. No one else had gotten in his face and demanded an explanation of the drug charges. And he’d been tempted to tell her the truth. He made a derisive noise in his throat. Was her good opinion that important? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer. He wasn’t getting involved with another ambition-driven woman.
But he would like to keep her alive. And out of trouble, if he could.
After the long session today, he knew her better than before. She was no longer just a pretty face and penetrating blue eyes. She was real. That was good for the case. Maybe bad for him. He liked her, too much…and he’d rather not.
 
 
 
The following morning the office tension had lessened. Of course, it was Saturday, and not everybody was in. But there had been a subtle change. While no one was lined up to be Brandt’s buddy, they’d lost the intense hostility. A few continued to ignore him. He nodded at two officers who looked up as he crossed the room; one even nodded back. Progress.
He gave a head dip to Ross and received a nod in return. Sometime he’d find a way to repay his debt to Ross and Barclay.
His set his files on his desk, opened the Otley file again, and read it through one more time. The answer was here. His gut said so. But he still didn’t find anything. He looked across the room at York’s former partner. Had Coridan done any recent work on the case? He’d like to know if he’d made progress or had any insight that could point Brandt in the right direction. Unlikely he’d get a straight answer from him about anything else, but if Coridan cared about York, wouldn’t he cooperate to help her?
Brandt waited until most of the detectives had cleared out to appointments or early lunch before he approached Ray Coridan. No reason to put on a show for the entire squad if this didn’t go well.
The older detective looked up and frowned at him. “Something on your mind, Brandt?”
“The Otley case.”
Surprised flitted across Coridan’s face. “That’s my case. Why would you have it? Too much time on your hands, or do you think you can do a better job?”
“Neither. It was York’s case too, and I keep thinking it is somehow connected to her problems. At least to the shooting.”
“Not likely. He was nothing but a two-bit drug pusher. You know the kind of low-life I mean.” He put a personal spin on the words, turning them into an indictment.
Brandt didn’t take the bait. “Any progress on identifying the shooter or tying it to Castile?”
“Nope. No leads. It’s a dead end. If Maggie suggested you should follow this line of thinking, don’t be misled. She sees Castile’s hand everywhere.”
“You don’t think he was involved?”
Coridan shook his head and made a disparaging face. “Why would he be? Too penny-ante for him. Castile’s a big player in this town. This vic was a nobody.”
Brandt persisted, appealing to the other detective’s expertise. “Anything about his death—the crime scene, the witnesses—strike you as unusual, trigger your cop instincts?”
“Like I told you. Ordinary.” Coridan suddenly leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Look, Brandt, I don’t know what Maggie said, but she’s imagining things. I didn’t want to mention it—she doesn’t need any more flak—but you should know she’s been seeing things…like ghost sightings. So I wouldn’t put too much stock in her theories until she gets her head on straight.” He stood. “I’m going to lunch. But give her a break. Move on to more pressing cases. She got shot in the middle of a gang fight, pure and simple, and the recent intruder? Maybe he’s just another ghost. Think about it.”
Coridan headed for the squad room door and left him standing there.
Brandt’s mouth wasn’t hanging open, but it might as well have been. He certainly hadn’t expected that. He rubbed the back of his neck. No wonder she’d lost confidence and doubted herself. But ghosts? A lot to take in. He hoped he was open-minded, but maybe not that much. It explained the candles and crystals on her living room floor last Friday night. He shook his head. PTSD could take some very strange forms.
So where did that leave him…and his case? Had she made up the intruder? Then she’d also staged the scene, including the bullet in her fridge, and he didn’t believe that. For one thing, she’d never do such a lousy job. No, she’d have to be totally out of touch, and he’d spent eight hours with a troubled but very sane woman yesterday.
Why the hell had Coridan told him about this ghost business? Didn’t he know it was career-ending gossip? York was his partner, a bond as strong or stronger than many marriages. You didn’t piss on your partner.
Angry with Coridan for telling him, angry with himself for the doubts it raised in his mind, and angry with Maggie for not warning him, he stalked toward the precinct entrance. Knowing his anger in all three instances was unreasonable didn’t improve his mood.
Maybe Coridan was right. For her sake and his, he should change his line of inquiry and dump the Otley case.
Instead, he tapped the Otley file against the palm of his hand on the way out the door.
 
 
 
The scene of the Otley murder was much as she’d described. A dump. The tenants of the surrounding rundown buildings had overfilled the trash bins and resorted to dumping trash bags and junk—shredded bike tires, broken containers and furniture, anything that didn’t fit or was beyond repair—on the ground nearby. The only thing noteworthy about the scene was its close proximity to York’s shooting three blocks away.
He turned around, surveying the neighborhood. It was a high crime area. Maybe he shouldn’t read too much into the closeness of the locations. If you dealt with criminals, violence, and drugs, it was a likely area to frequent.
He poked around for several minutes without finding anything or gaining new insight to make his impulsive trip worthwhile.
“Did ya lose something again?”
It was the same freckle-faced kid. Only this time a woman in her late twenties was holding his hand. Brandt smiled. “Joey, wasn’t it? I didn’t expect to see you again.” He shifted his gaze to the woman. “You must be his mother. I’m Detective Brandt, ma’am.”
She nodded. “He got all excited when he saw you arrive. And said he’d talked with you before on his way to school. Then he ran to his room and brought me this.” A .223 casing lay on the palm of her hand.
My God. From York’s crime scene. Hey, wait, back up, Brandt. You don’t know that yet. He picked up the casing and squatted in front of Joey. “Can you tell me where you got this?”
“From Teddy. I was going to call you. Honest. But I forgot. And I guess I lost your card.”
“That’s OK. You remembered now. Do you know where Teddy got it?”
“He found it. On the ground.”
“Yes, but where?”
Joey frowned. “That other place. You know, where you were looking. I told him you needed it back.”
“That’s great.” Brandt was tempted to hug him, but that kind of interaction with kids was discouraged on the force. He stuck out his hand instead. “Thank you. You’ll make a fine detective someday.”
The kid’s eyes got big. “Really?”
“Sure. I’ll get you a PD shirt if you’d like one…if your mom says it’s OK and will give me your address.”
His mother smiled. “Of course. I can give you Teddy’s address too. I imagine you’ll need to talk with him.”
Brandt followed them back to their residence, a rundown but tidy apartment in a building half a block away. He obtained the necessary information and left to drop the casing off at the lab. It might not yield much physical evidence, but just knowing it was a .223 told him quite a bit.
It was a sniper all right with an assault rifle. Probably not a bolt action or it wouldn’t have ejected a casing at the scene. A semi-automatic then. Not as accurate, and not the first choice of a real pro. The sniper was likely local talent, a gangbanger using something showy like the Tavor. Deadly enough within two hundred yards, but geared toward looking badass rather than long-distance accuracy.
After he dropped off the casing, he stopped at Public Affairs and picked up a couple of small shirts. Next stop, Teddy’s. Joey’s mother had called to warn them, so Teddy and his mother were waiting. After Teddy verified the find in the gutter, probably the morning after the shooting, Brandt offered him one of the shirts.
The child’s chocolate cheeks broke into a grin. “Wow, thanks. Joey didn’t say I’d get a T-shirt.”
“The police department likes to honor good citizens,” Brandt said solemnly. “You may have helped me crack this case.”
“Oooh.” The boy’s brown eyes danced, and he gave him a high five.
Grinning, Brandt excused himself and left on a good note. He returned to his car, drove to Joey’s home, and delivered the second shirt. Joey had already pulled it over his head before Brandt reached the front door on his way out.
Finally he couldn’t put it off any longer—he called York. He wasn’t sure how to act around her. Not if she was still hallucinating. But he’d promised to keep her updated, and the bullet casing was big news.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie woke with a headache. She’d slept poorly. Everything she’d discussed with Brandt—the victims on her cases, the crime scenes, the autopsies, and her own shooting—had played a kaleidoscope in her head all night. So much blood, so many unanswered questions. She frowned, rubbing her head, already tired and edgy.
A mug of coffee didn’t help, and when she opened her apartment door to find the shimmering figures of Hurst and his girlfriend sitting next to her newspaper, she froze. When the two figures suddenly moved forward to converge on her, she leaped back and slammed the door.
Damn, damn, damn. She hadn’t expected that. And she sure as hell wasn’t allowing him—or her—inside her home. Some gut instinct was telling her this ghost thing wasn’t only wrong, but dangerous.
Nothing otherworldly had appeared since the night of the intruder, and she’d hoped the herbs, the crystals, and the candles had driven Hurst away forever. She didn’t want or need his help. After all, she’d been solving cases without ghostly assistance for several years. She hadn’t minded a few little adjustments to her life, including the protection stone she slipped in her pocket every time she left the house. But this…she couldn’t live with.
Her fingers were unsteady as she punched in the numbers on her phone. “OK. I admit I need help,” she blurted the instant Dalia answered. “There are things in my hallway, and they tried to get in my apartment.”
“Is it Hurst again?”
“And his girlfriend.”
“Focus your energy, Maggie. They won’t hurt you. Do it now.”
Yeah, easy for her to say. How did she know they weren’t dangerous?
But Maggie tried, closing her eyes, concentrating on something else—like her plans for the day, and willing Hurst and his girlfriend to go away. She took a deep breath, calmer now, enough to be embarrassed by her frantic call.
“Better?” Dalia finally asked.
“Yes. I guess seeing them so early, so close, was the last straw.”
“Then I believe you’re ready for the next step,” Dalia said. “I can teach you about witchcraft, but what you need is an expert on ghosts. I’ll make an appointment. In the meantime, watch your sleep and diet. The spirits have more power over you when your defenses are down.”
“So I should treat this like a disease?” Maggie asked dryly.
Dalia’s voice held mild rebuke. “I wouldn’t put it that way, but it does require extra care. And clear your mind each night before you go to sleep. You’ll hear from me in a day or two.”
Once off the phone, Maggie thought about what Dalia had said. She was tired. Maybe she needed a vacation like Coridan had suggested a few weeks ago. But what was this about an appointment? Another shrink? A ghost shrink? Maggie’s lips twitched at the thought.
She looked at the front door, tempted to crawl into bed and pull up the covers, but she had to know. She checked the hallway. All clear. Wow, the focusing had worked. But why had Hurst been there? And why had he brought his girlfriend? To remind her there’d been two victims and a killer was still on the loose? Geez, as if she’d forget.
Still rattled by the early visit, Maggie took the edge off with a hundred laps at the gym pool and an intense hour on the gun range. She finally called Annie from the range parking lot.
“We’ve been busted.” Maggie related her conversation with Brandt about the DA’s call. “So he knows about you, and I told him I wouldn’t mention the drug charges again.”
“Does that mean I’m off the case?”
Maggie smiled. “Not at all. I still want to know. I just won’t discuss it with him, unless the truth is really bad or I find out he lied to me.” Her voice tightened. “In that case, all bets are off.”
“Why don’t we meet for a drink later, and I’ll give you the latest?”
Maggie kept talking as she slid into her car. “Tell me now. I’d love to meet for drinks, but no shoptalk once we’re finished here. I’d like to sleep tonight.”
Most of what Annie reported was merely background stuff. Brandt’s widowed mother lived in Springfield, Massachusetts, where Brandt had grown up. He had one brother, Henry, age twenty-eight, four years younger than Brandt. The brothers were reputed to be close, but Annie couldn’t find Henry’s current location. “It’s strange. He abruptly dropped out in his second year of veterinary school, and there’s no address or employer for the past year.”
“Maybe he died.”
“If so, I can’t find an obituary. There’s nothing.”
Maggie quirked a brow. So the Brandt mystery deepened.
Her other line beeped. “Annie, I have another call coming in. I’ll call you back. Be thinking where you want to meet.”
She switched lines, and Brandt’s voice filled her ear. Despite her misgivings, a smile played across her lips.
“I had a bit of luck today,” he said. Terse, matter of fact. “A kid turned in a bullet casing from your shooting scene. It’s a .223.”
She started. Unexpected news. And her smile faded at his abrupt delivery. Her cop side asserted control, pushing other thoughts aside.
A .223 casing meant a tactical rifle. “Prints? Ballistic match?”
“Prints aren’t likely after it’s been passed around among seven-year-old boys,” he said. “But I dropped it at the lab. If there’s anything, they’ll find it.”
“Was the kid there that night? Did he see anything?”
“No. The casing was found in the street the next day. I thought you’d want to know, but I’m short on time. Gotta go. I’ll call if anything else comes up.”
The line was dead before she had a chance to ask anything else. She frowned at the phone. What was wrong with him? Was he hiding something new? Or had he backed off for some other reason? Yesterday she’d thought…well, it didn’t make any difference what she’d thought. For whatever reason, he’d established some distance.
Just as well. He had some mysterious family thing going, and she had…whatever her early morning visitors were. She couldn’t confide in him or anyone, except Annie and Dalia, that her PTSD had turned out to be some weird gift. And it looked like such appearances might be part of her life from now on.
Besides, she had more critical things to worry about. Like who’d been behind that .223 bullet.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Maggie didn’t hear from Brandt, Dalia…or Hurst…for the next forty-eight hours. In some ways it was a welcome reprieve. But she couldn’t stand being out of the loop. She finally called Coridan and learned the squad had been hit with two new murder cases. He didn’t mention Brandt, and she didn’t ask.
She felt a twinge of guilt over the squad’s overwork and that she wasn’t doing her part. Yet she had to quit thinking along that line. It was time she considered a new career or at least a career somewhere other than New Orleans. She couldn’t live on medical pay forever.
Maybe she could follow Brandt’s example and start over with another department. That would depend on Jenson’s willingness to give her a good recommendation. She’d talk with him about the possibility. Soon. But not quite yet. When they had that conversation, it would mean her career in New Orleans was really over.
Dalia finally called late Tuesday afternoon. “I have someone I want you to meet. If you don’t mind driving, why don’t you pick me up about five o’clock? We’re headed down into bayou country.”
“Who lives in the swamp?”
“You’ll see. Selena is better seen than described.”
After that cryptic comment, Dalia wouldn’t add even a hint. Maggie wasn’t fooled. She braced herself to meet the promised ghost expert.
Shortly after five, Maggie and Dalia drove across the river bridge and headed for the swamplands outside the city. Dalia talked constantly about herbs and powders for the next half hour, and Maggie was relieved when Dalia directed her to a side road on the left. The pavement gradually narrowed to one lane and wound back and forth through the bayou. Swamp grasses and glimpses of water appeared along the side, and the surface under the wheels deteriorated to gravel. Water lapped on both sides now, nearly reaching the negligible roadway.
Maggie gave her passenger a doubtful look. “Are we going much farther? We’ll need a boat soon.”
“Not far. You’ll know when you get there.”
Two minutes later they rounded a turn and drove into the dirt parking area behind what Maggie considered a shanty. These little swamp cabins—no more than a twenty by fifteen rectangular boxes with attached front porches that partially sat in the water—were all over the area, but she’d never had an occasion to visit one. She couldn’t imagine what kind of woman chose to live out here in the sticks. Was Selena a snake or alligator hunter?
When she asked Dalia, the other woman laughed. “I don’t think so, but I bet she’d win if she took either one on.”
The cabin door banged opened, and Maggie got her first view of Selena. Long white hair twisted into a single braid that hung over her left shoulder; a build like a sumo wrestler draped in a flowery muumuu and multiple strands of colorful, beaded necklaces. She was definitely memorable, but it was the wide smile and eyes filled with wisdom that caught Maggie’s attention.
“Dalia! How wonderful to see you.” Surprisingly fast on her feet, Selena swept forward and engulfed Dalia in a huge hug. For a moment, Maggie wondered if her distant cousin would be smothered by the woman’s ample breasts. But finally Selena released her and looked at Maggie. “And who is this?”
Please, no hugs. Maggie prepared to step back if the woman rushed her.
“As if you didn’t know. This is Maggie York. Sarah’s child.” Dalia turned to Maggie. “Selena is another cousin or maybe a great aunt of some kind.”
“Sarah’s, huh?” Selena inspected her. “Yes, I see the resemblance. That fiery hair, for sure. Well, come on in. What can I get you to drink?”
Both women declined the drinks but followed her inside. Maggie blinked. Except for the smell of melted wax and incense, the interior wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Neat, tidy, efficient. On one side, a dresser stood next to a cot covered with colorful knitted pillows. A yellow and white tabby had claimed one of them for her nap. A shawl, also knitted, draped over the back of a wood rocking chair. Pots of live herbs lined two walls, and on the other side of the room a small refrigerator—probably powered by a generator—and a propane cookstove served as the kitchen. A table for two squatted under the only window, which looked over the bayou. And everywhere, every single surface, held a sparkling crystal or a candle or both.
Over Selena’s objections, they took the straight-backed kitchen chairs and left her the rocker. The older woman settled her body in the rocker’s perfect fit and picked up a deck of tarot cards. Maggie suppressed a skeptical sigh. Now comes the hocus-pocus. Selena turned over the first card in the deck.
Despite her doubts, Maggie’s pulse jumped. The card held the dark figure of a skeleton. “Isn’t that the death card?”
Selena cocked her head at her. “It means change, not necessarily physical death.” Her head swung to Dalia. “Well, cousin, is that why you’ve brought her to me?”
“In a way. Maggie recently learned she has the gift and a unique affinity for spirits. She’s not happy about it, and I hoped you could add some perspective…and advice.”
The old woman hesitated, her eyes studying Maggie. “You’re awfully old to be introduced to witchcraft.”
Maggie’s brows lowered. She wasn’t looking for an introduction to witchcraft. And she certainly didn’t consider herself old.
“Selena, my dear, choose your words with better care.” Dalia’s voice held mild reprove.
“Oh, I didn’t mean you were old.” Selena gave Maggie an apologetic shake of her head. “Goodness no, you’re just a child, but most of us grew up with the Craft and learned it from infancy. It must seem very strange to you.”
“Well, yes. I don’t believe in magic.”
Selena looked at Dalia. “We do have our work cut out for us. Why don’t we start by telling me what happened that brought you here? How did your gift come to light?”
Between them, Maggie and Dalia filled in the details, from Maggie’s waking in the emergency room to the latest encounter with Hurst and JoJo in the hallway.
“What I really need to know is how to get rid of the ghosts,” Maggie said. “Something feels so off, creepy even…and the cold…” She shivered, remembering that ominous chill. “Of course I don’t want the voices back either.”
“You’ve felt the chill?” Selena looked at Dalia. “You didn’t tell me that.”
“I didn’t know.”
Maggie felt she’d missed something. Both women suddenly looked solemn. “Is that bad?”
“It’s normal, but—” Selena shook her head. “Let’s not begin there. The good news—and bad—is the voices are gone. Once they fade, they don’t come back. They were a temporary side effect of the trauma. In your case, it’s actually unfortunate you’ve lost that ability. Satisfying the spirits is easier if they can tell you what they want.”
Maggie blew out an audible breath. “Well, frankly, I’m relieved. I don’t want to hear them.”
“You will,” Selena said, nodding sagely. “Mark my words. Ghosts can be very persistent, and they won’t leave until their needs are met. Do you know what they want?”
“I think so. Hurst expects me to find his killer.”
Selena looked taken aback. “Why you? That seems a rather outrageous and dangerous demand, even for a ghost.”
“Actually, that part’s not so strange. I’m a police officer. Or was at the time I was shot.
“You were wounded in the line of duty?” The older woman pursed her lips and rocked gently back and forth. “You hadn’t mentioned that before.”
“I assumed Dalia told you before we came. And Hurst was there when it happened.”
Selena stopped rocking. “He saw who shot you? Was he shot by the same person?”
“I’m not certain the same person held the gun, but I think the same man ordered it. Our cases are definitely tied together.”
“So if you find the shooter, you’ll both get what you want.” Selena leaned toward Maggie with a pointed look. “Each family member with a special ability was given it for a reason. Seeing into the future, speaking with animals, communing with the dead, healing the sick or injured. You’re being asked to do what you already do best. Solve crimes. Is that really so bad? Haven’t you always acted on behalf of the victims? Your gift makes it more personal.” Selena allowed a smile to surface. “It’s like you have clients who can assist you in doing your job even better. Hurst may be useful in finding your killer and his, if you let him.”
“How? He doesn’t say anything.”
“Did you consider he might be able to hear you? Talk to him.” When Maggie twisted her face in a doubtful frown, Selena gave an impatient snort. “You are the doubter, aren’t you? Ghosts are nothing more than confused dead people. They don’t understand what they’re supposed to do. In some ways they’re like children. You have to take charge. Tell them what you want. Nine times out of ten they’ll eventually do it.”
“What if Hurst is the exception?”
“Then he won’t pay any attention to you at all. But I don’t think that’s likely.” Selena spread her hands. “What do you have to lose?”
Maggie shrugged. “Are the ghosts of all murder victims out there wandering around? Are they going to come to me with requests?”
“Heavens, no. Ghosts have to have a personal connection to reveal themselves, even to someone with the ability to see them.”
“Like being at the murder scene or sharing a killer?” Maggie asked.
“Yes, that would be enough,” Selena agreed. “Most ghosts move on immediately, even some who died violent deaths. Only those with an unresolved issue make it through the veil, and they disappear when it’s resolved.”
When Maggie remained silent, Selena must have decided there’d been enough ghost talk. She spent the next hour telling stories passed down through the family and trying to convince Maggie they were a privileged clan, not burdened or cursed by their unique abilities.
Maggie grew restless and shifted several times to find a more comfortable position. Selena finally broke it off. “We’ll leave the rest for another day. I can see you have more than enough to think about.”
But Selena and Dalia took the time to make a list of things they thought Maggie needed to know.
“Why all this?” Maggie asked doubtfully when they showed it to her. “I only want to learn how to control the ghosts.” She pointed at number five on the list. “Why do I need to know about someone named Kate Batts? I’ve never heard of her.”
“The Bell Witch,” Dalia murmured.
“Witch?” Maggie scowled. “I don’t want to hear anything about witches.”
“But she’s actually a ghost. A nasty ghost. While most are harmless if you’re reasonably cautious,” Selena said carefully, “there are exceptions. Which brings us back to the chill you felt when you interacted with Hurst.”
Maggie didn’t know what was coming, but something in Selena’s voice made her suck in her breath.
“Ghosts are not from our world. They bring a little of their own dimension with them when they come through the veil. That’s the cold you felt. While no real harm has yet occurred from these brief incidents, every encounter with the chill of the Beyond leaves a marker on your soul. Over time, extreme exposure would leave so many markers you could be drawn through the veil against your will, trapping you there for…eternity.”
Maggie stared at her, the silence so profound she heard the blood pounding in her ears. “Geez, this can’t be real,” she said softly. “But it is, isn’t it?” No wonder they hadn’t mentioned this earlier, she would have run screaming. She might yet.
“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Selena hastened to add. “Most ghosts keep their distance, if you let them. And I can teach you ways to avoid contact with rogue ghosts, like Kate Batts. Usually they’re beings who were evil in their human lives. I’ll prepare you in case someone like Kate shows up, a being whose evil makes it powerful and hard to control. Such a creature would try to force itself upon you.”
Maggie put up her hands in self-defense. “Stop. I’ve heard enough. Don’t tell me anymore. Not tonight. You’ve made your point. We’ll talk again.”
By the time Dalia and Maggie started home, twilight had deepened into a dark, moonless night. Even her bright beams cut only a narrow swath through the inky black along the swamp road. Maggie kept her speed down to avoid missing a turn and ending eye to eye with an alligator in the murky waters.
Maggie’s thoughts swirled, and Dalia respected her need for silence until Maggie asked, “Why does Selena live way out here? Doesn’t she get lonely?”
“Oh, never that. I don’t know why she didn’t tell you. She can’t see ghosts, but she hears their voices. In a city like New Orleans so many spirits spoke to her, the sound was overwhelming. She couldn’t distinguish one from another. So she moved to seclusion. But she’s never alone.”
Apparently things could be worse than a ghost sighting now and then…as long as she didn’t go near them. Maggie sighed and returned her full attention to their precarious route. With a sense of relief, she finally turned onto a two-lane road. A black SUV appeared almost immediately, swung in behind her, and hugged her rear bumper. Maggie moved to the right to give him extra room to pass. Instead, he increased his speed and tapped her bumper, jolting her car. Dalia squeaked and grabbed the console.
“What the hell? What’s the matter with him?” Maggie scowled at the SUV in her rearview mirror. It dropped back, and then crept close again. When she sped up, the driver matched her speed. Maggie’s stomach clenched. This wasn’t a case of road rage. The Tahoe had been waiting.
Reaching for her waistband holster, she took out her SIG and laid it in her lap.
“Mercy me,” Dalia murmured.
Maggie abruptly shifted into a lower gear and put on the brakes. She’d hoped to force him into passing or dropping back, but the SUV kept coming, slammed into her bumper with a squeal of metal against metal, and began pushing her car forward. As their speed rapidly increased, she shifted upward to save her gears. The two cars raced through the dark at speeds approaching eighty on winding roads built for fifty miles per hour. The Tahoe gradually shifted toward the center of the road, metal screeching again, and increased pressure on the left rear corner.
Dammit. He was trying to shove her toward the right shoulder of the road where water gleamed whenever their car lights swung in that direction. Fighting the wheel, Maggie managed to keep them out of the swamp…until she spotted the sharp turn directly ahead. They’d never make it.
“Hang on,” she yelled, jerking the wheel toward the left lane, taking the curve on the fly. Tromping on the brakes, she skidded her car a hundred and eighty degrees to face the Tahoe. “Now we’ll see what you’re made of,” she said softly. She hit the gas, and her car leaped forward directly in the path of the oncoming SUV. Just when she thought she couldn’t hold the course another instant, the other driver blinked first, swinging out around her and racing off toward the city.
Maggie brought her car to a halt. Her heart pounded, her palms suddenly sweaty now it was over. Thank God for police academy road training. She was tempted to give chase, but there wasn’t a prayer of catching him, not in that modified SUV with its oversized tires and supercharged engine. Besides, her knees hadn’t yet stopped shaking.
She took a deep breath and looked at her wide-eyed companion. “You OK?”
“I think so. I’ll know more once I collect my scattered wits.” Dalia’s fingers were locked in her lap. She finally relaxed them and cleared her throat. “You have bigger problems than ghosts.”
Yeah, Maggie got that. Someone very real had tried to kill or terrify them. She picked up her phone to call it in, but she was out of service range. She frowned. Should she even report it? The SUV’s license plate had been removed, the windows were tinted, and she couldn’t see the driver. It looked like a Tahoe, but black SUVs were common, even used by most government agencies in the country. Would her account be passed off as another spurious report? Dalia’s support wouldn’t help…not if they discovered she was a spiritualist. Maggie was in no mood to face another skeptical or overly sympathetic cop. She laid her phone back on the console, shifted the car into gear, and started for New Orleans.
“Aren’t you going to call 911 or something?” Dalia asked.
“No. At least not tonight. He’s gone. I’ll take you home.”
Maggie kept the SIG in her lap and a sharp eye on every crossroad. As they got closer to the city and traffic increased, she watched every vehicle, alert for any hostile moves. But no one paid any attention to them, and she dropped Dalia off without incident.
Tension still tingled between her shoulder blades. It might be a normal adrenaline reaction, but she wasn’t about to ignore her uneasy feelings. Not with everything that had happened lately. After parking her car, she palmed her pistol and carried it at her side until she was inside her apartment. Still not satisfied, she cleared her residence, silently gliding from room to room, pistol ready. She opened every closet, even checked under the bed, until she was sure she was alone. Only then did she throw the double locks on the apartment door.
She stood uncertainly in the middle of the living room, finally laid her SIG on the coffee table, and went to the kitchen for a glass and a bottle of wine. She programmed soft music on the surround system, curled up on the couch with her wine, and called Annie.
“Hey, girlfriend,” Maggie said, keeping her voice light. “Tell me about your day. Mine wasn’t worth mentioning. So dull, I need to live vicariously through yours.”
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
The following morning Maggie was driving home from Dalia’s when police lights flashed behind her. She looked in her rearview mirror and frowned. Wasn’t that Brandt in his unmarked car signaling her to pull over? She acknowledged him with a wave, found a business parking lot two blocks away, and stopped. She got out and stalked toward him.
“What the hell are you doing, Brandt, pulling me over like that?”
“Your left taillight is out.” He pointed toward her damaged back bumper. “Did you tangle with a brick wall?”
“No, I did not.” Her indignant response was automatic. She followed his line of sight, but she’d checked earlier and knew what she’d see. A sizable dent and scraped paint on the left fender, gouge marks the length of her bumper. The covers on both taillights had been broken. She hadn’t realized one of the lights was out. He frowned as he ran his fingers along the deep streaks on her bumper. “It must have been quite an accident. How’d it happen?”
Maggie sighed. Damn those eagle eyes. “It wasn’t an accident. Somebody tried to run me into the swamp last night.”
His gaze flashed to her face. “Did you call it in?”
“I didn’t have cell coverage at the time. But no, I didn’t bother.”
He shot her another unreadable look and crouched to check a spot on the bumper. “Looks like black paint.”
“Yeah, a big SUV.”
He finished his inspection and slowly stood. “Want to tell me about it?”
She gave a dismissive lift of one shoulder. “Not much to tell. We were coming back from visiting a friend in the bayou. The black SUV, with what sounded like a modified engine, came out of a side road, bumped my back bumper. Hard, a couple times. He speeded up, pushing us toward the water at the edge of the road. I did a spin around, and he drove on.”
“Who was with you?”
“A cousin. She wasn’t hurt.” She gave him the rest before he asked. “No plate on the SUV, and I didn’t get a look at the driver.”
“All the same, you should have called it in. You know the routine, Maggie. Eventually we’re going to get this guy, and every scrape of evidence helps the prosecutor put him away. Besides solving your case, it would be nice if we could keep you alive.”
“Yeah, I’d like that too.” Not that it was a priority for anyone except her. “Well, you know now.”
“You need to get those lights fixed,” he said walking toward his car.
“Does that mean I can go?”
“Hell, no.” He opened his door and grabbed his phone from somewhere inside. “I’m calling the lab to get a sample of that black paint.” He walked back toward her as he talked to the lab, and she heard his last words. “Yeah, hit and run. Photographs too. We’ll be here.”
“This is a waste of time.”
“Maybe, but when someone tries to kill a fellow officer, I like to be thorough.” He pulled out his notebook. “Where, what time, and what kind of SUV?”
“It looked like a black Tahoe, but like I said, it was specially equipped.” She gave him the rest of the particulars, including the approximate location and Dalia’s name and number.
By the time they were finished, a lab tech arrived, took a half-dozen photos, and scraped black paint off her car. While he worked, Brandt got in his car and left.
She watched him drive away. Not even a good-bye. She’d been right before. His attitude sucked. What rumor had he heard this time? Maggie compressed her lips in a thin line. They were all pretty much the same, centering on her alleged instability. At least he was still working her case.
But why was he keeping such close track of her? Was he also watching her house?
Her eyes narrowed. Who else was watching? How did the driver of the Tahoe know she’d be on that lonely road last night, unless he followed her there?
Did Brandt own a Tahoe?
She rubbed her forehead with one hand. Coridan might be right. She needed to get out of town, escape the ghosts, the uncertainties, the damned spies—well-meaning or not—and develop a little perspective.
When the tech finished, she drove toward home, keeping an eye on both side mirrors and the rearview for potential tails. She went out of her way, doubled back, circled again, checking to see if she spotted any vehicle more than once. When she was satisfied no one was currently following her, she stopped in front of her apartment building and ran inside to pack.
Ten minutes later she wove around town, watching for Brandt’s car or anyone else suspicious. On an impulse, she pulled over at a city park, checked under her bumpers and on the undercarriage, looking for trackers that someone might have planted. Geez, York. Paranoid much?
When she didn’t find anything that shouldn’t be there, she stopped at an auto repair shop, had her taillights fixed and got an estimate on the other repair work. Since the car ran fine, the bodywork might have to wait until she was fully employed again.
Finally, she headed out on I10 east toward Slidell. She’d called Dalia to let her know she was playing hooky for a few days, and she’d called Annie. Her best friend enthusiastically entered into planning a getaway and made several suggestions, including a live theatre performance on the other side of Lake Pontchartrain. She became so enamored with the idea, she offered to join Maggie tomorrow night and make a holiday of it. They’d been to a live performance once before with a wedding party. There was a cute bed and breakfast nearby, and a day spa mere blocks away. Since Maggie didn’t care what she did, it sounded like a perfect plan. Not too far, good company, and most important—nothing to do with her daily life.
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt drove by Maggie’s apartment about nine o’clock that night. He’d found himself checking on her and watching for her around the French Quarter more than he could justify as routine casework. He’d spotted her car turning the corner ahead of him this morning but wouldn’t have noticed the broken taillight if she hadn’t hit her brakes at the crosswalk. And here he was again…checking on her safety. Or so he told himself. But he’d been thinking about their earlier meeting and feeling a bit guilty, wondering if he should offer an apology. He’d been angry—another attempt had been made on her life, and she hadn’t trusted the department or him enough to report it. He understood her frustration, but it was simply bad police work.
That still didn’t excuse his rough tone, abrupt departure, or his pretended indifference. She already felt isolated. Well, congratulations, Brandt. He’d just added to it.
He looked up at her window. No lights. He drove on with a mixture of relief and regret. He still wasn’t sure how to act around her. The ghost thing had thrown him. He’d been raised in a traditional family. His father, also a police officer, had instilled a no-nonsense philosophy—no ghosts, no witches, nothing you couldn’t see, feel, touch, and explain with cold, hard facts. New Orleans was a whole different world—maybe a different planet. Nothing surprised people here.
Who was he to say paranormal phenomenon didn’t exist? Or that York hadn’t had some kind of spiritual experience? He could have given her the benefit of the doubt.
Thursday and Friday night’s checks outside her apartment yielded no better results. He told himself she was out enjoying herself and there was no reason to worry…but he wished she’d come home.
By Saturday night he was ready to start an official inquiry. He let out an audible sigh of relief when he saw a light in her living room and her car parked on the street. Its rear light covers had been replaced.
Before driving home, Brandt glanced at her window again, wondering where she’d been…and more importantly, who she’d been with.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie returned from her trip ready to take charge of her life. Someone had said the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over yet expecting a different result. She’d tried ignoring Hurst, and it definitely hadn’t worked. Maybe Selena and Dalia were right, she should enlist his help…or at least try.
The soul taint was scary, so horrifying it seemed unbelievable…but Maggie knew it was true. She’d sensed an atmosphere of danger hovering over Hurst, and in a weird way, it was a relief to know what it was. He didn’t appear to be one of the really bad ones, and Maggie would avoid any more risky close encounters.
She’d shared everything with Annie. In between theatre shows, the beach, and drinking sparkling wines at a local club, they discussed it so much that the idea of working with a ghost didn’t seem any stranger than the rest of her life.
Early Sunday morning, she discussed the possible methods of contacting Hurst with Dalia. Since the veil between worlds was thinnest at night, that was the obvious time to try. Dalia suggested choosing a place Hurst had been before. Someplace significant. And simply putting out a mental call of his name.
“If he’s willing to make contact, that’s all it should take,” Dalia assured her.
At eight that evening, Maggie left her apartment building on foot. Wary of potential surveillance, she looked both ways, circled the block, and cut through an alley before heading north to the courtyard where she’d been shot.
It wasn’t exactly smart for a woman to be alone in this area at this time of evening, but she had a can of mace in her jacket pocket, her SIG, and her backup weapon. With any luck, she’d get in and out unnoticed. She wasn’t looking for trouble, just for ghosts. A grim smile flitted across her lips.
The courtyard was deserted. It still gave her the creeps. She had a momentary flashback to those moments just before she was shot. If she could have them back, what would she do differently?
Stop it, she scolded herself. She hadn’t come there to waste time on what ifs. Crossing the courtyard, she took a seat on the edge of a raised flowerbed, closed her eyes, and silently said Hurst’s name. She opened her eyes again and waited.
“OK, Hurst. Where the hell are you?” She spoke softly and glared around at the shadows, trying not to feel silly. “You keep hanging around as if you want something. So now I’m ready to talk.”
She continued to sit there, her discomfort increasing by the second. Why had she ever thought this would work?
Without warning, Hurst popped into view, not more than ten feet in front of her. He still wore the gold and black hoodie. Did ghosts ever wash or change their clothes?
She stood, and he backed away, beginning to fade. “No, don’t go.” She sat down on the concrete edge again, and his image became firm. “I’m told you’re, um, waiting for me to catch your killer. I want that too, but you also need to do something for me. I know you were here the night I was shot. Who was the sniper? I’m pretty sure he worked for Castile. Did he also kill you and JoJo?” Her voice dwindled to a stop. It was surprisingly difficult to carry on a conversation without feedback. She peered at Hurst’s still figure. “Do you understand me? I’m told you can’t talk, although I don’t understand why, but can’t you at least nod?”
Hurst continued to look at her silently, but the dark shadows under the hood didn’t seem so menacing anymore. Not now that Selena had likened him to a child. “Aren’t you allowed to do that either? Or maybe you can’t.” Maggie sighed and gave him an impatient look. “What can you do?”
He suddenly raised a hand, pointed toward the rear wall, and glided in that direction. Maggie stood and followed him. He floated onto the wall and sat down.
“Yeah, I already got that. The sniper shot from there.” She glanced at the street to be sure no one was watching and kept her voice low. “But that doesn’t tell me who he was or why he did it. I need a name, an address. Something.”
A footstep crunched behind her. Hurst’s image blinked out as quickly as it had appeared.
“Maggie, what are you doing here at this time of night?”
She whirled, grabbing her gun before the voice registered. “Brandt!” Irritation quickly followed. “Why are you following me?”
“This area isn’t safe for anyone alone at night, even cops. You’re asking for trouble.” He glanced at the gun in her hand. “Were you looking for an excuse to shoot someone?”
“Geez, Brandt. I hope you’re not serious.” What was he implying? That she had homicidal or suicidal tendencies?
“Then put that thing away.”
She glanced at his face in the dim street light. His eyes smoldered with genuine anger. She put a rein on her own temper and holstered her weapon. “I was restless and came here looking for insight. Maybe jog that memory you were asking for.”
“Who were you talking to?”
“I guess I was thinking out loud.”
He raised an eyebrow at her, clearly wanting more.
She shook her head in disgust. “Look, I’m frustrated. If someone wants me dead, I should know exactly who it is. And why. But I don’t. I’ve missed something. I was going over everything in my head again—that night, the hours and weeks that led up to it.”
“And?”
“Nada.”
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. Now that he was there, he wasn’t sure what to say to her. Why was he confronting her like this? She was a cop, well-trained, capable, and yet she triggered his protective instincts like no woman he’d ever known. If he wasn’t careful, she’d have him hauled in for stalking.
Talking to herself, huh? Or to her ghosts? He should ask her straight out about it, but something held him back. Concerned he’d offend her? Frighten her off? Or because he didn’t want to hear the answer?
“Why don’t I give you a ride home? I know you walked. I saw you leave your street.”
“And followed me here.”
“Busted.”
She cocked her head. “Why the surveillance? Tonight, and pulling me over downtown. It’s getting creepy, Brandt.”
“Hey, I wasn’t following you when I saw the taillight damage. Maybe watching for your car, but I don’t have time to tail you all day.”
She looked doubtful. “Even if that’s true, you followed me here.”
“Yes, and I’ve driven by your apartment,” he said. “Someone has tried to kill you more than once. I thought a little caution wouldn’t hurt.”
She looked at him for a long moment before shrugging. “Fine, but I want you to stop.”
“OK.” He grinned at her. “Now how about that ride?”
Her gaze flashed back to his face. “You’ll stop? Really? All I had to do was ask?”
“York, I’m trying to help, not be part of the problem.” He’d just be doubly careful not to get caught in the future. “Can we get out of here now?”
Without further protest, she followed him to his car, and they rode in uneasy silence to her apartment building. He pulled into an empty parking space and turned off the engine. She didn’t immediately get out, but she didn’t invite him up to her apartment either.
He broke the awkwardness. “The black paint was from a Tahoe, any model since 2000. Given your description, probably the last year or two, but that still leaves us with more than twenty-one hundred registered vehicles in the New Orleans’ area.”
“Told you it was a waste of time.”
He shifted to look at her. “You know every piece counts. Eventually they’ll all point to the right person.”
She turned to meet his gaze. “Do you honestly believe that?”
“Routine police work. Why so negative?”
“So far everything’s gone wrong on this case. Compromised evidence, dead witnesses, worthless theories. I’ve about given up on due process finding the answers.”
“I know it seems that way. So much so, I wonder if there aren’t too many incidents of bad luck. Too many inconsistencies.”
She raised a brow, her eyes suddenly alert. “Meaning exactly what?”
“I’m not sure…yet. But it’s raised a lot of unanswered questions. For instance—why no attacks on you for seven months, then suddenly an intruder two weeks ago? Then the Tahoe driver on the swamp road. And how did the intruder get into your apartment or know there’d be a gun in the nightstand he or she could use?”
“The gun could have been a guess, if he knew I was a cop,” she said tentatively. “But the others? I’ve wondered too. Of course I was pretty safe in the hospital and during the weeks of rehab, but I’ve been home for months. Maybe I was only a threat while on the job.”
“So, why now?” He frowned. “Bobby Hurst. He has to be the connection.”
She stiffened, her eyes widened for a moment, and then she looked away. “Uh, yeah, his murder, you mean.”
Brandt frowned at her reaction but went on. “And the fingerprint ID that led us to him and probably got him killed. That seemed to trigger recent events—both good and bad.”
“So if his murder is solved, it all falls into place?”
“Maybe. It’d be a good start.”
They’d had similar discussions before—maybe not as pointed—but this wasn’t really a new line of thinking, and yet they both still sat there. An indefinable energy hung in the air, waiting for one of them to make a move.
He stole a glance at her, intrigued by the changing expressions on her face as she sorted through the discrepancies they’d discussed. She seemed in no more hurry to end the evening than he was. If she weren’t the victim on his case, a fellow officer, and a woman who’d been repeatedly traumatized, he would be following-up on this moment. And he’d find out if those lips were really as soft and welcoming as they looked.
He couldn’t…wouldn’t take advantage. But he was fascinated. Maybe he’d give her a call when her case was solved. His lips twitched. A little incentive never hurt.
“I’ll look for a new angle on the Hurst case tomorrow, pick up the ballistics report. Maybe I’ll get lucky this time.” He nodded toward the building. “I’ll walk you up.”
She opened the door and quickly hopped out as if reminded she’d stayed too long. “No, thanks. I’ll be fine. And thanks for the ride. See you around.” She stuck her head back in, a hint of humor in her eyes. “And quit stalking me.”
Brandt grinned. “Anything you say, Maggie.”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
While Maggie was driving to Dalia’s on Monday morning to report her failed attempt to learn anything from Hurst, Annie called with another of Brandt’s secrets. “Your sexy cop has had a run of bad luck lately. Last week I discovered his mother no longer lives in Massachusetts, and I’ve searched all kinds of records since. I finally found her. She’s right here in New Orleans. But she’s in a care facility, dying of lung cancer.”
“Geez, Annie. Kind of makes my problems insignificant. He probably thinks I’m a whiny bitch.”
“Oh, please. Somebody’s tried to kill you. I don’t think lodging a complaint about it can be classified as whining.”
Maggie ignored her. How hard it must be for Brandt to face that kind of family crisis and still do his job. Homicide cases sucked the life out of you. But the terminal illness of a parent would even be worse, and he’d brought his mother here from Massachusetts to share her remaining time. Each new fact Maggie learned about Brandt made her question the drug charges again. His arrest just didn’t fit.
“What about the brother? Is he here too? Maybe that’s why you haven’t located him in Massachusetts.”
“Nope. Already checked. But you’d think he’d visit a dying parent. I’ll try to get a look at her visitors’ log, even if I have to go there.”
“For God’s sake, don’t get caught. It would be awful trying to explain to Brandt why we were checking on his mother.”
“Yeah, insensitive at the least. I’ll be careful.”
 
 
 
Instead of sharing Maggie’s disappointment, Dalia was thrilled about Maggie’s contact with Hurst. Maggie suspected it had more to do with her presumed progress with her abilities and less with solving her case.
“But why wouldn’t he just nod his head yes or no?” Maggie asked. “He used his hand to point. He sort of walks, although it was more gliding and floating than it was a week or two ago. He also seemed to fade more often. Is that normal, uh, common?”
“He’s evolving. Less human, more spirit. Maybe he didn’t nod because he doesn’t know the answer.”
“But I’m sure he does.”
“Then keep trying. None of us fully understand the spirit world, how they think or why they do the things they do. They seem to forget ordinary human responses very quickly, but repetition sometimes helps.”
“OK. I’ll try again.”
 
 
 
Maggie slipped out the side door of her building around 7:30 that evening to make her second contact with Hurst. Only this time she was determined not to be interrupted, not even by her sexy cop—as Annie insisted on calling him. Maggie peered around the corner, searching the street in front for Brandt’s car.
Well, damn. What’s this? Hurst stood on the sidewalk directly across the street. She glanced around for potential observers before hurrying to the other side. “Why are you here? Have you decided to help me?” she whispered.
Hurst gave her that same blank face and turned to move down the street.
“Wait. Please. I want to talk to you.”
He stopped, looked back at her, and started forward again. She felt a spark of excitement as she realized he wanted her to follow.
It wasn’t as easy as it had been when he’d led her to his apartment. His ghostly image faded repeatedly, and he didn’t skirt around objects anymore. He simply walked through them. Since Maggie couldn’t do that, she spent a lot of time catching-up. At one intersection she thought she’d lost him when he walked through oncoming traffic, and she had to wait for the lights to change. But she found Hurst hovering on the other side. He finally stopped at a jeep parked on a residential side street and sat on the hood.
Maggie looked it over and didn’t see anything unusual except a couple of dents in the back. The license plate had been damaged, and she caught her fingernail while bending it back to copy the plate number. She wiped the blood off with a tissue and stuck it in her pocket. Then she called Coridan to run the number for her, left a message when he didn’t pick up, and waited. He frequently let messages go to phone mail, then followed up. She debated what to do if he didn’t call back. Maybe dispatch would still run a check for her. She wasn’t calling Brandt and have him ask a hundred awkward questions.
She waited a few more minutes. Hurst hadn’t moved from the hood, as if he was waiting too and had all night. She frowned, wondering if time had any meaning for him.
She finally contacted dispatch and recognized a voice she knew. “Hi, Lucy. This is Maggie York. Can you run a plate on a suspicious vehicle for me?” At the affirmative response, she gave her the number. A moment later Lucy came back on the line.
“Jeep Cherokee belongs to Frederick Pardson, 730 1/2D Baronne Street. Need anything else?”
“That’ll do it. Thanks, Lucy.”
Maggie looked the Jeep over again. What was it doing here? Baronne St. was at least twenty blocks away. She looked around the neighborhood. Was the owner visiting someone? If so, they should have noticed her by now, but no one had come out to ask who she was or why she was poking around his vehicle.
“Come on, Hurst. Let’s check out his address.” When he continued to sit on the hood, she took a more friendly approach. “OK, Bobby. Time to go.” He still didn’t move, so she shrugged and walked off. He’d gotten her a name. Maybe he thought his part was done. Geez. She wasn’t only talking to a ghost. Now she was trying to think like him.
She lengthened her stride.
 
 
 
Maggie studied the old, two-story apartment building as she approached. It would hold eight apartments, four on each floor. According to the numbers, Pardson’s should be on the second floor, right rear. No one was in sight, and she walked straight to the front door. No security, no buzzer.
She pushed the door open and stepped inside, met by the mixed odors of stale cigarette smoke, cooking oil, and something musty, probably mold. She took the front stairs to the second floor, opened the stairwell door, and stepped out. The hallway was dim, a small window at each end let in only a minimal amount of the outside twilight.
And the overhead lights were out.
Maggie froze and reached for her SIG…even before she saw the figure on the floor at the far end. Holding her weapon in both hands, she ran silently down the hall, staying to one side and keeping an eye on every door. She reached the crumpled figure, noted the arterial spray on the walls and the pool of blood near the victim’s head. She squatted to look at his face. An unknown. Was this Pardson? Or his latest victim?
She didn’t touch him. No need to check for a pulse with that deep slash across his throat. Bleed out would have been quick, no more than a minute or two. But it had been recent. The blood was wet and still seeping slowly.
She stilled, listening for any sign the killer might be close.
A noise from the back stairway brought her to her feet. She sprinted toward it, certain she heard footsteps now, pausing only long enough to peer around the corner before leaping onto the open stairs. Maggie raced downward, vaulting over the last few steps and hitting the release bar on the exit door. She burst into a narrow side access, looked both ways, and turned toward the right.
“Drop the gun. Do it now.” Two patrol officers faced her with guns drawn at the entrance from the street.
“I’m a cop,” she said, holding her arms away from her body.
“I don’t care who you are. Drop it.”
“Do it, Maggie.” Brandt appeared behind the other officers.
She laid the SIG at her feet. Brandt didn’t look like he was in any mood to argue. She’d seen a moment of shocked surprise before his cop face slid into place. Now his eyes were hooded, unreadable.
“What the hell are you doing here? No, don’t answer that yet.” He motioned for the two cops to approach. “Bag the weapon, and stay with her until I get back. See that she doesn’t leave.” He turned on his heels and disappeared into the building.
Things only got worse when Coridan arrived minutes later. He grabbed her arm, his body rigid with tension. “Maggie, what have you done?”
“Nothing. I know it looks bad, but nothing.” Her throat tightened, and she tried to jerk her arm away. He tightened his grip.
“Radio reported the suspected sniper was dead, and a suspect in his death was detained at the scene.”
“What sniper? Who’s the dead man?” The twisting in her gut gave her the answer, one she didn’t want to hear.
“Freddie Pardson. The guy we just identified as your shooter.”
Maggie swore under her breath. The answers had been snatched from under her nose this time. “I was so close to getting him.”
Coridan stuck out his jaw, staring at her. “So you knew who he was? How?”
“That’s what I’d like to know.” Brandt walked up behind them. “Get lost, detective. This is my case.”
Coridan bristled. “And my partner.”
Brandt narrowed his eyes, and Maggie saw the temptation to punch Coridan flash across his face. “I shouldn’t have to remind you…but you have no business being here or talking with her before she’s been formally questioned.”
“You’re a prick, Brandt.” Coridan threw him a black look. “Maggie, you don’t have to tell him anything. Ask for a rep, or a lawyer.” But he turned and stomped off.
“Let me set this straight,” Maggie said. “I’ve never seen this guy—not alive.”
Brandt’s intense eyes searched her face. “Are you sure? This is the second person involved in your case who winds up dead, and you’re at both murder scenes.”
She gaped at him, the clear implication spinning in her head. “Do I need a lawyer?”
“I don’t know. Do you?”
Maggie swallowed hard. “I didn’t kill him.”
Again that unreadable look. “His throat was cut. Let me see your hands.”
“You can’t think I’m walking around with blood dripping from my fingers. If I had done this, I would have shot him.”
“Then you won’t mind showing me your hands and having a tech swab them for blood.”
“Geez, Brandt.” She held them out.
He called a tech over and watched while samples were taken. “We’ll need your clothes too. I’ll have an officer take you home so you can change.” He cocked his head. “How do you know who Pardson is?”
“Coridan just told me he was the sniper who shot me. Before then, I only suspected he was involved.”
“And how’d you figure that? Did someone in the lab contact you?”
“No.” She frowned up at him. “Are you talking about the rifle casing? Is that how you ID’d him?”
“The breech and firing pin marks matched a prior shooting traced to Pardson. He ratted out the guy who hired him, served eighteen months for assault with intent, then out. I deliberately didn’t call you, because I didn’t want you involved in the arrest. So, how’d you get his name?”
“I had a tip.”
“Uh-huh. The same confidential informant who gave you Hurst’s address?”
“As a matter of fact, it was.”
He cleared his throat. “York, I understand wanting to get even with these guys, but you’re the one in trouble now. I’d like to help you. I can’t, if you aren’t straight with me. When did you learn Pardson was the shooter?”
“Five minutes ago. Right here when Ray Coridan told me.”
Brandt closed his eyes and shook his head.
Was that frustration or disbelief? She couldn’t be sure. And it mattered…beyond the confines of this case.
The tech returned holding a vial. “Nothing on the field test, Detective Brandt. No trace of blood on her hands except a small scratch.”
Brandt looked at Maggie. “Go home and stay there while we finish processing the scene. One of my officers will take you and bring back your clothes.”
“There’ll be blood on the bottom of my shoes.”
Brandt swore and looked away. “Noted. I’ll take a formal statement from you later. I want to see what the ME says about time of death. Stay where I can reach you.”
 
 
 
By midnight Maggie was furious. How could Brandt leave her hanging like this? She’d changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt, turned over her clothes to a patrol officer—who seemed embarrassed to be there—and then she’d waited. For three frigging hours. Where was he?
She considered going to bed, but she wouldn’t sleep anyway. She’d taken a bottle of beer from the fridge, then put it back. Not if she was going to be formally questioned. She needed her wits about her. The first thing he’d want was the name of her CI. What could she tell him?
Finally, a knock on the door. She checked the peephole. It was Brandt. She let him in, and four officers followed him. He held out a paper.
“What’s this?”
“Search warrant. You’re coming with me.” His hand closed around her arm. When she pulled back, he lifted an eyebrow. “You can come voluntarily…or be arrested.”
Her heart pounded. “For what?”
“The murder of Freddie Pardson.”
He didn’t believe her. Maggie was so stunned she allowed him to lead her down to his car. “I don’t understand any of this. You can’t have any proof, because I didn’t do it,” she said as he put her in his car.
“We’ll talk downtown.”
They rode in silence, the air vibrating with tension. Her mind clicked in double time. What had precipitated Brandt’s actions? He was a good detective. Careful. He wouldn’t do this without justification. But what? Being at the scene wasn’t good enough for a search warrant. No blood on her hands. And there couldn’t be any on her clothes either, except the bottom of her shoes. All that proved was she’d been inside.
Lucy. They’d discovered her call to dispatch to run Pardson’s plate. Still…
Upon arrival at the station, Brandt put her in an interrogation room and left. Typical treatment. He’d be back. Give the suspect time to get nervous but not long enough to get past that point and become comfortable. He needn’t have bothered. She was already nervous.
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt returned with two cups of coffee and set one in front of her. “I figured we both could use this.”
She gave him a wary, hunted look and ignored the offering. He hated this nearly as much as she did, but she had a good deal of explaining to do. Going easy on her wouldn’t benefit either of them. The captain had made it clear an hour ago he wanted everything by the book and that she should be treated like any other person of interest. Jenson pointed out what a media nightmare it would be if a PD officer turned out to be a triple murderer—insanity plea or not.
And she wasn’t insane. Brandt was sure of that. Even under extreme stress, those blue eyes were as intelligent, as compelling as ever.
He pulled up a chair and sat across from her. “Tell me where you were and what you were doing since five o’clock this evening.”
Her jawline tightened, but her voice was even. “I was at home until around 7:30. Then I met with a CI outside my building. He showed me the car he thought was involved in my shooting. I called dispatch to run the plate. They gave me Frederick Pardson’s name and address. I walked over there. When I got to his floor, a dead body was laying in the hallway. I heard a sound of someone on the back stairs, pulled my SIG, and ran after him. When I reached the side door and burst outside, he was gone. And you know the rest.”
“And you called Coridan. At least fifteen minutes before you called dispatch. You didn’t mention that.”
She leaned forward and frowned. “But I never talked to him. He didn’t call back. Why is that important?”
“Let me ask the questions.” His voice held a warning, and she leaned back, her gaze still on his face. “I need the name and a way to contact your confidential informant.”
Her eyes shuttered. “I can’t do it. He’s entitled to anonymity. You know how dangerous it is if someone’s tagged as a snitch.”
“You can’t get away with that, York. We’ll protect your contact, but you have to give us the name.”
She squared her shoulders, and his gut clenched. She wasn’t going to tell him.
“Is that all you wanted to ask me?” Her voice was strong yet resigned. “If so, I guess we’re done.”
“No, that isn’t all!” Brandt sat back and took a deep breath to control his rising frustration. “Where were you when you called Coridan?”
“Standing beside Pardson’s jeep.” She gave him the car’s location.
He used his cell phone to send a patrol car to verify and impound it. “And this informant told you the car’s owner had shot you?”
She appeared to hesitate. “Not exactly, but a connection was implied. So yes, I guess I suspected it at that point.”
She was hiding something, protecting this informant…or she was outright lying. Dammit, why wouldn’t she confide in him?
He ran her through her activities several more times, returning to the informant repeatedly, but she wouldn’t budge. He finally switched to a new topic. “Explain the bloody tissue in your pocket.”
“What?” Her eyes widened in apparent confusion, and he saw the wheels turning…and click into place. “It’s mine. My blood. Check it. I snagged a fingernail on his damaged license plate.” She held out her hand, showing him the small tear near her cuticle. “Come on, Brandt. You can’t honestly believe I murdered him.”
“It doesn’t make any difference what I believe. It’s what the evidence shows that matters.”
“You think it leads to me? Then who killed Hurst and his girlfriend?” She stared at him. “Oh my God. You think I killed them all.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Brandt couldn’t stand the pain and accusation in her eyes. He stood abruptly, running a hand through his hair. “For what it’s worth, I don’t believe you killed them. But you aren’t giving me much to go on. I know how hard it is to face an interrogation like this, but—”
“Yes, I guess you do, except you were guilty,” she snapped.
He spun around, planted his hands on the table, and leaned toward her. “No, I wasn’t.” He straightened immediately and looked away. He hadn’t intended to tell her that. As the silence stretched, he wondered what she was thinking. Did she think him a liar? Or hadn’t his words even registered?
He turned and walked out. After pacing the length of the hall twice to wear off the excess tension, he entered the observation room. Captain Jenson was watching Maggie through the one-way mirror, and Brandt joined him.
Maggie sighed and flexed her fingers as if she’d been clutching them tightly during the last hour. What a nightmare, Brandt thought. Former star homicide detective turned triple murder suspect. And she wasn’t helping to clear herself. Why wouldn’t she give him the name of her informant? Her rigid back and the set of her chin said she was through talking. He expected her to demand an attorney and a union rep the moment he returned. As if she could hear his thoughts, she crossed her arms, turned her head to stare at the mirror, and gave them the kind of cop look they normally reserved for suspects. Brandt nearly laughed.
“Ballsy,” Captain Jenson murmured. He glanced at Brandt. “What do you think? Did you mean what you said in there? Not guilty or a hard nut to crack?”
“Both. She knows something she’s not telling me, but she didn’t kill any of them.” He turned to look at Jenson. “She isn’t mentally disturbed either. She’s a good cop. You should have reinstated her.”
“You might be right, but she wasn’t cleared to return by the psych people because she stopped going to her sessions. I obviously can’t reinstate her now. Not with this hanging over her head. If she’s cleared, we’ll do more psych testing, and I’ll consider her situation then.” He eyed the detective. “Why so concerned?”
“Need you ask? I understand getting a raw deal.”
“Sure it isn’t something more?”
“Can’t imagine what.” He knew exactly what Jenson was hinting and had no intention of discussing his attraction to Maggie with anyone. “So what’s next?”
“It’s your case, and I won’t interfere, except to get you some help. Your partner gets back from vacation tomorrow, but I’m also assigning Ross and Barclay to this series of cases. You have the lead. As for her…” Jenson waved a hand toward the window. “You can continue questioning if you like, but you won’t get anything. I’d keep her here pending the initial lab reports. I put a rush on them while you were in there. If the blood on the tissue is hers, as she claims, and the car and apartment are clean, we don’t have much, except blood on the bottom of her shoes—which fits her story. Even if we theorize she tossed the knife and cleaned up somewhere, why was she still on the scene—or back on the scene? In any case, the time frame doesn’t work. The ME says the vic hadn’t been dead more than a half hour, maybe less. How could she do all that?”
Brandt looked back at the woman on the other side of the mirror. “Yeah, timing’s definitely in her favor. I’ll take your advice and let her sit. I don’t want to trigger a demand for an attorney. Once lawyers are involved, it’s hard to keep things out of the press.”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie had nearly dozed off sitting at the table when Brandt opened the door two hours later. She jerked her head up with a start. His eyes were hooded, and he looked almost as tired as she felt.
“Come on.” He gestured for her to get up.
She stood. “Where are we going?”
“I’m taking you home.”
Maggie cut off an audible sigh as relief swept over her, followed moments later by a wave of bitterness. “If you’re really letting me go, I can take a cab. I’d prefer it.”
He shot her a black look. “I brought you. I’ll take you home. Don’t argue with me.”
What excuse did he have to be so testy? Was he disappointed she wasn’t guilty?
Tension bristled between them as they walked through the precinct and got into his car. Brandt shoved it into gear, and she slammed her door harder than necessary.
When they turned onto her street, Maggie turned her head to ask a question, but Brandt cut her off.
“Don’t start with me. I don’t want to hear it.”
“Yeah, you were only doing your job,” she snapped. “Right? I’ve said it a hundred times myself, but it feels a whole lot more personal on this end of the questioning. So, let’s just drop it, OK? I take it the lab results proved I was telling the truth.”
“The blood on the tissue was yours—
“Just like I told you.”
“Yes,” he said curtly. “And we found nothing incriminating in your apartment or car.” He paused as if he might add something, then compressed his lips.
Maggie frowned at his hesitation. What wasn’t he saying? Aw, hell. The witchy stuff in her closet. She shot another look at his closed face. Well, better he thought she was crazy than a murderer.
“I hope you’re satisfied and will spend your time from now on finding the real killer.” Her voice was sharp, unfriendly. She didn’t care. Not tonight. “Let me out right here,” she said, as he pulled up to her building. “I don’t need an escort…or any more of your help.” She looked back at him as she got out. “Don’t call me again unless you find the killer.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Brandt swore as the icy chill of his morning shower hit his shoulders, and he spun the dial to hot. Was everything in his life off the rails?
He couldn’t get that last sight of Maggie out of his head as she marched stiff-spined toward her apartment building. He’d suppressed the same urge he’d had all evening—to take her in his arms and shelter her from the shock, the anger, and the humiliation of the investigation. At least he’d spared her the indignity of a jail cell. The unexplained inconsistencies made her look guilty, but slashing a man’s throat and killing Hurst’s innocent girlfriend simply didn’t fit the code Maggie lived by.
She’d stopped at her building’s door and looked back, her face pale, drained…her eyes too big, too dark. She’d bounce back, but last night would have changed her. He knew that from experience. Just as he’d been changed by one night in January. When she’d gone inside, he’d stayed until the lights went on in her apartment…still tempted to follow, to try to talk to her, but knowing it was too late.
He shook the water from his hair, stepped out of the shower, and grabbed a towel. His personal cell phone rang, the one reserved for family only, and he crossed the room in two steps. “Harry? Is something wrong? Is it Mom?”
“She’s doing OK,” his brother said. “But I may have made a mistake last night.”
Not again. Brandt’s shoulders slumped. His younger brother had made a career of making mistakes. “What now?”
“There was this girl. We talked a while in the waiting room—just ordinary stuff, you know. But now I find she’d been asking about mother. Before she, uh, accidentally met me.”
Brandt’s fingers tightened on the phone. “Hell, Harry. What did you say to her?”
“I don’t remember exactly. She was cute, really hot, in fact, and—”
“Yeah, I get it. Where are you now?”
“The center. Mom’s asleep.”
Brandt wiped away a trickle of water running down his face and glanced at his stainless steel watch on the counter. “I’ll meet you in the cafeteria in half an hour. Try to remember everything about this woman and what was said.”
Silently cursing Harry for his carelessness, he dressed rapidly in the required slacks, shirt, and tie, letting the tie hang loose. It wasn’t regulation, but deep down he’d never been a regulation kind of guy. Besides, he was more concerned about Harry this morning…or rather how to fix any damage Harry had already done.
Fifteen minutes later, Brandt pulled into the care center’s parking lot, got out, and started up the main walk. The one-story, sprawling brick building seemed relatively quiet this morning, spacious lawns with well-tended flower beds, stately trees, and empty paths. The center provided comfortable long and short-term care…and discretion.
When his mother was diagnosed with lung cancer almost two years ago, they’d sought the best treatment in Boston, and the disease had gone into remission. Last December it grew resistant to the drugs, and the grim prognosis was twelve to eighteen months. Then January happened. When he and Harry both needed to get out of Boston, their mother wanted to go with them, but her condition already required special care. Finding the kind of facility they needed in New Orleans had been a combination of research and a stroke of luck. But his mother was happy there.
Especially when both of her sons could visit. Brandt made it a priority every evening. Harry’s presence was a calculated risk. The Federal Marshal handling his case for witness protection had thrown up his hands.
 
 
 
Harry gave him a sheepish look when Brandt set down his tray with coffee, eggs, and toast. Although Harry was only four years younger, at twenty-eight he still looked barely past his teens. Sometimes he acted it too. Frustrating, but part of his charm.
“You look tired,” Harry said.
“Bad night, bad case, and I don’t have much time. Tell me what happened.”
“Sorry about this, but looking back it seemed fishy.” Harry looked around the cafeteria, clearly worried. “I was in the waiting room while they were getting Mom ready for bed. This woman came in—a real hottie—talked to the desk clerk a few minutes—while I admired her tight jeans—then sat down. She looked up and smiled at me a couple of times, so when I got coffee from the waiting room dispenser, I naturally asked if she wanted some, and we started talking.”
“Naturally,” Brandt murmured. He already didn’t like the sound of this. The woman had made the first move and reeled Harry in. “I hope you didn’t confide your real name.”
Harry rolled his eyes and frowned. “I’m not that stupid. I told her I was Harold Willowby, formerly of Seattle, Washington.”
“OK, so you flirted with her. What did you say that you’re so worried about?”
“Nothing, honestly. I talked about safe stuff. New Orleans mostly. Restaurants, pubs. Mom’s condition was mentioned in passing, but that’s all.”
“So why the early morning call?” Brandt finished his eggs and pushed the plate aside.
“When I got here this morning, the receptionist on the day shift asked if our family friend had made contact last night.”
Brandt stiffened. “This woman had been here earlier in the day claiming to know our family? Did she ask about you?”
“I’m not sure,” Harry said. “But she’d asked about Mom. From the description, I’m positive it was the same girl.”
Damn. This sounded like trouble. Setting down his empty coffee mug, Brandt gathered his empty containers and stood. “Is the receptionist still on duty?”
“She was when I came down.”
“Let’s talk with her again. I’d like to hear the exact conversation before we push the panic button.” But his eyes were already checking out every person in the room. The drug bosses in Boston could easily arrange a hit in New Orleans if they knew Harry was there.
The young receptionist immediately went on the defensive. Her cooperation increased but so did her apprehension at the sight of Brandt’s badge. “I-I don’t think I told her anything,” she stammered. “It’s not allowed. Has something bad happened?”
Brandt wiped the frown from his face and smiled reassuringly. “It’s the woman we’re concerned about, not you. If you could tell us what she wanted to know, it would be a big help.”
“Oh, OK.” The woman gave a relieved sigh. “I wouldn’t want to lose my job.”
“That’s not our goal,” Brandt said with another smile. But he would be talking with management about the leak of information. “Had you seen the woman before yesterday?”
“No. She was checking out places for her grandmother and mostly asked about the facility. How many beds, that sort of thing.”
“Did she ask about Barbara Brandt?”
The woman chewed on the end of her pen. “She may have mentioned her.” She frowned as if trying to remember the conversation. “She asked about you,” she said, looking at Brandt. “Yes, that was it. She knew your mother was here and wondered if you visited often. She wanted to ask if you were satisfied with the level of care.”
“And what did you tell her?”
She looked worried again. “I, um, probably mentioned you and your cousin both visit regularly. She seemed surprised. Maybe I shouldn’t have told her that?”
Brandt noticed his brother stiffen at the word cousin—his thinly veiled disguise—but he kept an encouraging look on his face. “Did she use my name?”
“No, I don’t think so. She just said son, but that’s you, isn’t it?”
“Go over her description again. Did she show you an ID?”
The receptionist flushed this time. “Sorry, no ID. If she gave me her name, I don’t remember it. She was about my height—five feet three—with brown hair. Real friendly.”
“Her first name was Annie,” Harry interrupted.
Brandt started and lifted a brow. “Chestnut curls, pixie face?”
Harry spun his head toward his brother and brightened. “Yeah, that’s right. Do you know her?”
“Maybe.” Brandt thanked the receptionist and walked away. What the hell? Maggie’s nosey reporter friend. But Maggie had promised to lay off the investigation of his Boston charges. Besides, what did that have to do with his mother?
“Who is she?” Harry kept step with him. “I can’t tell from the way you’re acting if this is good or bad news. Has my identity been compromised?”
“Hell, Harry. I’m not sure. But I’ll let you know as soon as I do. Lay low, and don’t be taken in by the next pretty face.” Brandt strode out the door. The office would have to wait. This couldn’t.
 
* * *
 
 
When the pounding on her door became insistent, Maggie peered through the peephole. She jerked her head back, an automatic frown darkening her face. Josh Brandt. What the hell was wrong now? And how did he get in the building without buzzing her? He was the last person she wanted to see this morning, especially in her pajamas. She hesitated, tempted to ignore him. But he’d have her neighbors out in the hall soon. She didn’t need the uproar.
She unfastened the bolt and chain and opened the door. “You’ve got a lot of gall showing up—”
He stormed in, pushing the door out of his way. “What’s your reporter friend doing at my mother’s care facility?”
“Annie was where?” Maggie stepped out of the way. “I haven’t talked to her this morning.”
“But you knew what she was doing.”
He moved toward her, a glint of danger in his steely eyes. Instead of making her wary, Maggie stared at him, drawn to his blatant, masculine energy. Warmth raced along her arms; her stomach fluttered.
“You have no business digging around in my personal life. You promised you wouldn’t.”
“I didn’t say that.” Maggie still didn’t back away. “I said I wouldn’t ask you about the charges again.”
He locked eyes with her, backing her against the wall, and planted his hands on either side, trapping her with his body.
“You should leave, Brandt. This isn’t smart for either of us.” Even to her own ears, she didn’t sound very convincing.
She made a half-hearted attempt to duck under his arm. He caught the back of her head with one hand and drew her face close to his. “If you wanted to know about me so badly, you should have come to the source. I’m happy to oblige.”
His lips moved toward hers, and he brushed her bottom lip, making it tingle. Maggie closed her eyes and stepped forward completing the kiss. It was gentle at first, then more demanding, and he deepened it until they were both breathless. When they broke the kiss, he rested his forehead against hers, still holding her firmly in place. “That’s been coming since the first day I saw you.”
She met and held his gaze. “Satisfied now?”
His brief chuckle held a wicked edge. “Not nearly, but the rest will have to wait.”
“There won’t be any rest.” She regained enough composure to put a hand against his chest and push him away. “This”—she searched for the right word—”thing between us is too complicated. Sexual attraction won’t smooth away the jagged edges.”
“Oh, I disagree,” he said, allowing her to step away without protest. “I’ll prove it to you, but regretfully not now. I’m pushed for time, and I have to know how much trouble my brother is in. What’s Annie doing with the information she charmed from Harry?”
“Your brother?”
He frowned. “You really didn’t know? She talked with him last night.”
“If you recall, I was kind of busy last night.” Her voice lashed out. She was angry at herself for participating in that foolish kiss. It would make everything harder. She moved toward the kitchen, putting distance between them. “I haven’t talked to Annie since yesterday morning. I doubt if she’s up. I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”
She reached for the pot she’d started fifteen minutes ago and poured a cup. “Would you like some?” She turned and discovered he’d followed her. Why did he have that smile on his lips? Nothing about this was funny.
As if in answer to her question, he dropped his gaze to look her over. “No, thanks. I can’t stay long. Nice pj’s.”
Maggie looked down. Oh-oh. She’d forgotten, but at least she was covered. The pajamas had been a gift from Annie, shirt top and baggy bottoms. Unfortunately they were covered with playful kittens. “This is what you get when you drop by without calling.”
“I’m not complaining.” His amusement faded. “Except about Annie. I need you to call and make sure she doesn’t talk to anyone about last night. My brother’s life could be in danger.”
“Are you going to tell me why?”
“I don’t want to,” he said frankly. She watched him struggle with some inner dilemma. “But I can’t risk Annie exposing him. So I’ll tell you this much. He was given a new name and relocated by Witness Protection due to a contract on his life. He bailed from the program because of our mother’s illness.” Josh ran a hand through his hair. “I worry every day his past will find him.”
Her lingering irritation faded in a rush of concern. “Oh, Josh. How awful. Of course, Annie won’t repeat anything. I’ll call her right away. This has something to do with your drug charges, doesn’t it?”
He gave her a swift, black look, and she raised her hands. “OK, you’re right. I promised.”
“I have to get to work. Call Annie.” He walked toward the door. “I’ll be back.”
The door closed behind him, and she picked up her coffee mug, not drinking, just thinking about the last few minutes. It put a different spin on everything. She’d already been on overload…thanks to his suspicious mind…and she’d wanted to stay mad at him, nurse her anger for a while. But now…
Maggie lifted a finger to touch her lips. He’d be back, huh? The part of her that had gotten past the anger hoped he meant to continue where they’d left off.
She set her mug down and called Annie.
“Where’ve you been?” her friend demanded. “I left three messages last night, but you didn’t call me back.”
“Oh, did you?” Maggie looked at her phone screen, checking for missed calls. Sure enough. Three from Annie, one from Coridan. “Sorry, it was a hell of a night.”
“Oh, not again. Another attack? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Physically anyway. Someone else was murdered, and the police thought…think I did it. I was questioned for several hours. But that isn’t—”
“Oh my God. What’s the matter with them? Oh, Maggie, you can’t be serious. How could they…you wait right there. I’m coming over.” The line went dead.
For someone who’d hoped to have a quiet morning to put yesterday into perspective, she sure was having a lot of company. High-energy company. Maggie went to the bedroom, showered, and dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. By the time Annie arrived, she was warming her cold coffee.
Annie immediately threw her arms around her and hugged hard. “How could they be so stupid? Was Mr. Dark Intensity part of this?”
Maggie finally extricated herself. “He was the cop who interrogated me, and he pushed hard, but I honestly don’t know what he thought. I wanted to strangle him last night. This morning…I realized I might have pursued it the same way. But believe me, it wasn’t pleasant.”
“I bet not.” Annie shuddered, plopped on the couch, and drew her legs up under her. “OK. Start at the beginning. What made anyone think you’d done something so awful?”
Maggie went through last night’s events, including Hurst leading her to the car. “I understand why Brandt thinks I’m hiding something. But I can’t tell him my confidential informant is a ghost.”
“The old spot between a rock and a hard place,” Annie said puckering her lips. “Still, he should have believed you.”
“Maybe, but any ideas how I get out of this one?”
Annie shrugged. “Ask your cousin Dalia to magically wipe their memories?”
“Not helpful.” Maggie frowned, but she wished it was that easy. “I never want to go through anything like last night again, but it wasn’t why I called you.”
Annie straightened. “What could be more important than you getting arrested?”
Maggie scowled this time. “I wasn’t arrested. Don’t make it worse than it was. And don’t distract me. I want to talk about your visit to Mrs. Brandt’s care facility last night.”
“How did you know?”
“Brandt was here this morning.”
Annie looked appalled, placing her fingers over her lips. “Uh-oh. Was he mad?”
“His reaction was…intense.” Maggie could almost feel her lips burn, and she stifled the urge to smile. “You’ve stumbled into the middle of the Federal Witness Protection Program.”
Annie’s eyes widened. “Ooh. Am I in trouble?”
“I don’t think so, as long as you don’t tell anyone else.”
But Annie wasn’t really listening anymore. “So that’s why his brother pretended to be Harry Willowby. He tried to tell me he was a cousin and helping out while his aunt was so ill. But I didn’t buy it. He looked too much like your cop. Younger, more carefree, but the resemblance is striking. So what’s the story?”
Maggie told her as much as she knew. She would trust Annie with her own life, so filling her in on Henry “Harry” Brandt, or Willowby was a no brainer.
“I won’t do anything to place him at risk. But does that mean I can’t go back? He’s cute, and funny. I was thinking up an excuse to visit again.”
“Really?” Maggie focused on her friend’s face. “You don’t usually fall for a guy this fast.”
“And neither do you. I’d say the Brandt brothers have something special going for them.”
“I haven’t fallen for him,” Maggie objected.
“Well, neither have I.”
They stared at one another. Annie finally grinned. “OK, then.” She got off the couch. “Some man-bait is in order. Get your credit cards. We need a day of shopping therapy.”
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt was late getting to the squad room, and three cops were waiting for him, sprawled around his desk, drinking coffee.
“About time,” Eddie Bishop grumbled. Brandt’s fifty-four year old partner had buzzed his once dark brown, graying hair to make the bald spot less obvious, but the style suited him. “I leave you for four weeks and what happens? You take on a stack of new cases to plague my last days.” Bishop finally gave him a twisted grin. “Trying to make me appreciate retirement?”
“Nice to see you too, Eddie. Welcome back.” Brandt gave him a light slap on the shoulder. Despite their frequent casework differences, including Bishop’s waning interest in meticulous police work, Brandt was glad to see him. He could use the help. Likewise the two detectives with him, Ross perched on the edge of Brandt’s desk, Barclay lounging back with his feet up.
He explained his late arrival with a vague excuse of something had come up, and they settled into work, going over the linked cases, bringing Bishop up to speed. Brandt deflected any questions on the recent interrogation of York and concentrated on other aspects, primarily his suspicions regarding the Otley case. “Call it cop instinct, but I think it’s the key. Something that happened or didn’t happen. Eddie, I’d like you to put fresh eyes on it. Go over the file with a fine-toothed comb. I know I’ve missed something, and I’m counting on you to find it.”
He turned to the other two detectives. “Can you pick up the Hurst case? And interview Coridan again. He may remember something that didn’t make it into his report.”
“Aren’t the Hurst case and Maggie’s basically closed with Pardson’s death?”
“Maybe. It’s pretty clear he shot York, but the MO’s so different it’s not clear on Hurst and his girlfriend. Besides, I want the guy behind it. The cases are linked, but I’m not yet ready to go beyond that.”
“Fair enough,” Ross said. “What about Detective York? Can we interview her too?”
Brandt hesitated, but it was a reasonable request. “Whatever you need to do, but you might give her a little space after last night. The PD’s not high on her list of favorites right now. Let me know before you make that call.”
Ross nodded, his face carefully blank.
Brandt wondered what Ross was thinking. Disapproval over Maggie’s questioning, or had someone picked up on the personal undercurrent? He wasn’t about to ask and open a door that should remain closed.
After agreeing to meet in the morning and compare notes, the detectives scattered to their separate tasks. Brandt set out to view the Pardson crime scene, looking for anything to point him toward someone other than Maggie, and then to meet with the ME for the autopsy results.
 
 
 
Brandt scanned the cracks and corners as he climbed the back stairs to Pardson’s second floor apartment. The tiniest evidence could break a case. No matter how good the techs were, he double-checked out of habit. He emerged into the hallway. Since the sniper had been killed in the corridor instead of a room, crime scene tape blocked off much of the floor. The manager and at least two tenants from affected apartments would soon be badgering the PD to release the scene. All in good time.
He ducked under the tape. The victim’s blood had spread out into the thin carpet, then dried to a shade nearly black, but the original pool was obvious. An arterial spray had also hit the wall. Messy for the killer. Blood on his knife hand, arm, maybe the face and hair. Certainly the shirt or jacket and shoes. There was one scuffled, partial shoe print that hadn’t yet been identified. Maybe a boot heel. Why only one? Maggie said she’d been careful, but her sneakers had left four identifiable impressions. Had the killer worn plastic covers over his shoes? A pro might. A hired killer to eliminate a hired killer?
Maggie’s suspicions might not be so far off. Bullet Castile would have the money and the chutzpah to order a string of cold-blooded killings, including his own killer, in order to hide the original crime. But even he needed a reason for so much bloodshed. If Brandt could discover that, it would all unravel.
At his next stop, the ME confirmed his prior estimated time of death and reported the direction of the wound suggested a right-handed killer. Great. That left eighty to ninety percent of the world’s population in their suspect pool.
Returning to District 13, Brandt passed the lab, spotted the manager, Cory Devane, and stopped for an update on their evidence testing.
“All the blood in the hallway was the Pardson’s.” The late-thirties African American snapped off an evidence glove and scratched his nose. “And the only shoeprint that didn’t match York’s sneakers was that partial boot heel. But that’s all I can tell you. Not enough to size it, and they vary so much it could be either a man’s or woman’s.
“Did you check all of York’s foot gear?” He didn’t want the DA or some defense attorney claiming they hadn’t been thorough.
“You bet. Nothing matched. And the only blood on her sneakers was on the bottom, nothing splashed on top. We were extra careful.” Cory’s look was pointed, as if he didn’t want Brandt to miss the significance. “But what do you make of the absence of fingerprints?”
Brandt shrugged. “I suppose he wore gloves.”
Cory shook his head. “Didn’t somebody tell you? There were no fingerprints—not anybody’s—on the apartment door or doorknob. Somebody must have wiped it clean.”
“Are you sure?” Brandt thought back, picturing the scene when it was being processed. “I would swear I saw someone taking impressions.”
“Maybe someone tried. But I have nothing.”
Brandt frowned but held back another protest. Was there a problem in the lab? How many times had he asked himself that question lately?
“I’d like to look over what we have on this case. Send me everything, including the field reports and names of our personnel who worked the scene.”
Cory frowned, his demeanor a little chilly now. “You’re the boss. I’ll have them to you as soon as I can, but it’ll take a while to collect everything.”
“No big rush. It’s just a review.” Brandt kept it casual. No reason to cause a stir…yet. “The captain’s bent out of shape over this recent string of murders. I don’t want any loose ends when I talk with him.”
“Gotcha.” Cory’s expression lightened. “I’ll do my best to get it upstairs ASAP.”
Brandt left the lab shaking his head. Another puzzle. A pro would wear gloves. He shouldn’t need to wipe down the scene. Considering how quickly Maggie got there, would he even have had time? Maybe they’d lost a bag or box of evidence through carelessness. No one would destroy normal, everyday fingerprints that should be there…not unless they’d made a mistake. One that needed to be covered up?
 
* * *
 
 
Over Maggie’s half-hearted protests, Annie took her shopping. They spent three hours wandering through the shops, trying on the latest fashions, admiring a shop window with high-end jewelry, and chatting over a late lunch. They were both grinning when they returned to Maggie’s apartment mid-afternoon with new jeans, T-shirts, and a couple of sexy blouses. Maggie’s last bag held a pair of badass black boots.
They dumped their bags on the coffee table. With an audible sigh, Annie dropped her new, oversized sunglasses on top of the other purchases, kicked off her shoes, and sank into the nearest chair, putting her feet up on the ottoman. Maggie headed for the kitchen to fix iced tea. She was steeping the bags at the granite counter that separated kitchen from living room when her phone rang somewhere under the pile on the coffee table.
“Annie, could you grab that for me?”
Her friend dug through their bags and surfaced with the phone. “Ooo, it’s him.” She ran toward the kitchen and shoved it into Maggie’s hand. “He doesn’t want to talk to me.”
“Coward.” Maggie laughed and tapped the photo on her screen. “Yes, Detective Brandt, what can I do for you?”
There was an instant of silence, then he laughed. And dammit, the sound warmed her to her toes.
“A loaded question,” he said. “Why so formal? This morning I was Josh. Never mind, but about this morning—”
“Nothing to talk about,” she interrupted, before he spoiled their kiss by saying it was a mistake or something equally dismissive.
He went on with just a slight pause. “I was about to ask what Annie said. Harry’s pretty uptight and has called me twice.”
“Oh. No problem. She won’t do anything that would put him at risk.” She grinned and slanted her gaze to Annie. “She wants to date him.”
“Maggie!” her friend squealed.
“I take it she’s there with you,” Brandt said dryly. He sounded amused and gave an exaggerated sigh. “I see nothing but problems ahead. Harry talked a lot about her too. She should run the other way. My brother’s middle name is trouble.”
“Don’t tell her that. You’ll only encourage her. Women love bad boys.”
“Does that include you? Good to know.”
“I wasn’t talking about me. Or you.”
“Weren’t you? I should call Harry and relieve his mind. Give Annie my thanks. I’ll see you soon.” He disconnected.
Yeah, and which Brandt would it be? The cop who’d accused her of triple murder or the man who’d made her lips tingle with pleasure?
Lost in thought, she laid her phone on the counter. Annie bounced off the couch and joined her, leaning both elbows on the granite surface.
When Maggie didn’t offer up the details of her conversation, Annie pushed the phone around with one finger and asked, “So what did he say?”
“He’ll see me soon.”
“That’s nice, but what about Harry?”
“Oh.” Maggie looked up with a quick grin. “That he’s trouble.” The smile faded to a serious look. Maybe she shouldn’t encourage her. “Brandt made it a joke, but he might have meant it, Annie. His brother has been in serious legal difficulties if the feds were protecting him. Someone’s looking for him, and now he’s out in the open. If you could find him, so can anyone else.”
Annie rolled her eyes. “Thanks for discounting my awesome investigative skills.”
“You know what I meant. He can be found if someone really digs. If they come after him, I don’t want you caught in the middle. It’s too risky.”
Annie frowned. “You seriously think he’s in danger? Can’t you protect him?”
“Don’t kid yourself.” Maggie warned. “The feds don’t protect anyone without a very good reason. I understand why Harry wants to be near his mother right now, but it makes him a walking target…no matter how careful he is or how much Brandt watches his back.”
Annie straightened. “You’re scaring me. Who’s after him?”
“I don’t know. Brandt didn’t tell me. But I know it’s serious.”
Picking up one of the tall glasses of sweet tea, Annie took a thoughtful sip. “I suppose it would be foolish to see him again. But he’s sure cute.”
Maggie narrowed her eyes. It wasn’t like her friend to capitulate so easily. “So you’ll stay away from him? At least until we understand the situation a bit better?”
“What choice do I have?”
Not many. By unspoken agreement, they changed the subject. It wasn’t until Annie left an hour later and Maggie thought about their conversation that she realized her friend had answered a question with a question. A time-tested evasive tactic. Annie hadn’t actually said she’d stay away from Harry Brandt.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Brandt arrived at District 13 around seven the next morning. A message already waited from Cory stating the Pardson evidence had been gathered and was waiting. Brandt grabbed a mug of coffee, checked out the sealed lab box, and went through the contents. Just as Cory had said, there was no fingerprint report or log of print collection from the scene. Brandt picked up the personnel sheet and began calling the techs involved.
The first two knew nothing, and the third was on sick leave. Brandt’s suspicion meter spiked…until he tracked the woman down at a local hospital where she’d undergone an emergency appendectomy the night of Pardson’s death. Couldn’t fake that. But had her absence made it easy for someone to tamper with the fingerprints?
Fifteen minutes later he stood beside her hospital bed, explaining his concern. The brunette frowned at him. “I don’t understand, detective. I handled everything like normal. I found at least a dozen latent prints on the door, but only a few were sufficient for ID. I preserved everything, labeled and recorded.”
“We can’t find it now. Where did you put it?”
“In the locked evidence room, ready to be logged in the computer and analyzed. I swear, it was there. I left as soon as I turned it in, because I wasn’t feeling good.”
“No one’s doubting you,” Brandt said. “Someone’s just made a mistake. Don’t worry about it. We’ll find it. And take care of yourself. The lab will be eager to have you back.” He smiled. “I’m sure the backlog hasn’t improved a bit in your absence.”
“That’s probably true,” she said, leaning back against the pillows. “Makes me want a nap just thinking about it.”
By the time Brandt returned to the squad room, his three partners had gathered for the morning briefing. Although he mentioned the lack of fingerprints on the Parson case, he didn’t point out the lab glitch. For now, he’d keep his suspicions quiet until he had a chance to approach the captain. Whether sloppy or deliberate, the lab had a serious problem.
Just as the meeting broke up, vice detective Justin Wernier called and asked to meet him at a local cafe down the street.
“What’s this about?”
“I’ll explain when you get here. We may be able to help one another.” The other cop hung up.
Brandt stared at the phone. He didn’t like the cloak and dagger feel of this, but his curiosity was piqued. He grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair and headed out the door.
The Corner Cafe was only four blocks away. When he walked in the door, he spotted the vice cop immediately. They’d never spoken, but he’d seen Wernier around the station. Who could miss the tall, skinny blond with the shaggy hair? Brandt hadn’t known the man worked vice and almost smiled at the idea of this lanky kid confronting thugs from the city’s gangs. When Wernier lifted his gaze, Brandt knew he’d made a bad assumption. The vice detective had the best cop eyes Brandt had seen in a long time.
He slid into the booth across from the Wernier and ordered coffee from the waitress who’d followed him to his seat. The men introduced themselves, then waited while the waitress poured coffee.
“So why are we here?” Brandt asked.
“I heard you had an issue with evidence from the Pardson case.”
Brandt leaned back, instantly wary. “Oh, where’d you hear that?”
“Cory from the lab. He doesn’t have fingerprints from the crime scene, but said you thought he should.”
Interesting. Why had the lab manager gotten Wernier involved? Brandt frowned into his coffee cup, wanting to tread lightly until he knew where this was going. “What are you getting at?
“You’re not the first cop with missing evidence.”
Brandt looked up at Wernier’s serious face. “Missing? As in lost or mishandled?”
“Not exactly. Let me back up. And we’re talking on the QT…at least for now.” The vice cop stirred sugar into his coffee before taking a drink. “I’ve been working with the drug task force for three years. Naturally, Bullet Castile is on our radar, and we’ve tried to bring him down several times. We’d worked with Maggie York on a couple of overlapping cases—”
Brandt leaned forward abruptly. “Is that why she was shot?”
“I honestly don’t know. We’ve had our suspicions, but no proof, not even circumstantial. Not until now. I understand you tied Pardson to her shooting.” He waited for Brandt’s nod. “He’s worked for Castile on and off for years. Now he’s dead, and you have missing evidence. It fits a pattern. Over the past three years, we’ve had several disappearances. Nothing big, not every case, and we couldn’t be certain it wasn’t tech negligence. But coincidentally,” he added with sarcasm, “the cases always have a clear or suspected tie-in to Castile.”
Brandt swore under his breath at the implication.
Weiner said it plainly. “Someone in-house is on Castile’s payroll.” When Brandt nodded, the vice cop narrowed his eyes. “You don’t seem surprised.”
“I guess I’m not.” He reported what he’d discovered that morning and his hospital conversation with the tech.
Weiner’s face lit up. “That’s the closest I’ve heard to proving it. If we work together, maybe we can expose a rat…and get Castile at the same time.”
“I’m listening. What’s the plan?”
Wernier looked taken aback, then he laughed. “Hey, man. You got me. I don’t have one, but I thought we could share intel. Like if you get a handle on where your fingerprints went.”
“What do I get out of this?” Brandt leaned back again. He was eager to cooperate, but he wanted something only the vice detective could give him.
“I don’t suppose you’d accept my undying love.” Wernier’s grin widened, resembling a cocky kid more than a hardened cop who took down gangsters for a living. “I get the impression you have something in mind.”
“A heads-up if you get wind of a hit order coming out of Boston.”
Wernier frowned and lowered his voice. “You going to give me a name?”
“Not the target, but the creep in Boston is Mike Milligan.”
“Whoa. You’re talking about Big Mike?”
“That’s the one.”
“Your friend’s got mega trouble.” Wernier looked thoughtful. “We may be able to help each other more than I thought. If Big Mike is looking for local muscle, he’ll go to Castile.”
 
 
 
That evening Brandt strode into the care facility prepared to have a serious talk with his brother about exposing himself to further risk. He came to an abrupt stop in the doorway of his mother’s room, delighted with the laughter on her lips but fighting disbelief at the cause. Harry sat beside the bed and next to him was the very pretty woman he’d seen at Maggie’s apartment. Annie Moore, the reporter.
He tamped down a spurt of annoyance. Didn’t Harry realize how much trouble she could be? Not to mention that anyone around him was in danger?
“Josh! Come join us.” Harry jumped up. “Annie was telling us some of the interesting people she’s met writing her articles.”
Brandt smiled at Annie and held out a hand. Hers was small and warm. “Finally we meet. I didn’t realize it would be so soon.”
She had the grace to blush. “When Harry called and asked if I wanted to meet his mother, I couldn’t resist. He gave her rave reviews.” Annie threw a smile at Carolyn Brandt. “And she didn’t disappoint.”
“Oh, honey, you flatter me,” Carolyn said. “But I enjoy the company.”
Indeed, she looked better tonight with a little color in her cheeks. Brandt leaned over the bed, kissed her on the forehead, and smoothed back a stray lock of her graying hair. “How’s my best girl? You look very pretty. Did you get your hair done?”
She smiled up at him and patted her curls with a hand grown thin during her losing fight with cancer. “The hair stylist was here. It doesn’t make me look too old-ladyish, does it? I’m not used to these shorter curls.”
“It looks perfect. You are perfect.”
“And you’re biased,” she said, touching his cheek. “But I love every word. Sit down and talk with us.”
“I will, but I need a moment with Harry first. We’ll step out in the hall and be right back. Anything you need?”
“If she does, I can get it,” Annie volunteered. “We can talk about you while you’re gone.” Her voice was light, teasing, but she gave Brandt a wary look, as if wondering whether she’d be the topic of the brothers’ conversation.
His mother nodded. “You boys run along. I’ll be fine.”
As Brandt and Harry walked down the hallway, Harry immediately leaped into an apology. “I know I shouldn’t have called her, but I’ve never met anyone like her. Honestly, Josh, don’t you think she’s terrific?”
“She’s also in danger,” he said dryly. “If Big Mike’s goons show up while you’re together, do you think they’re going to care if she’s an innocent bystander?”
Harry’s face clouded. “I can’t put my life on hold forever.”
“No, you were supposed to start a new life. But that decision’s behind us now. With you in the open like this, the new identity won’t protect you for long.” Brandt stopped and stepped into the facility’s small library room. It was empty this late in the evening. “I still think you should leave town. Tonight. I’ll take care of Mom. She’ll understand.”
Harry shook his head before Brandt finished. “I’ve done a lot of dumb things in my life, but deserting my mother won’t be one of them.”
“You know that’s not what she or I would think.”
“Forget it, big bro. I got myself into this mess. You’ve already done way too much trying to get me out of it. I won’t leave her.”
“Even if it means you could be killed?”
“OK, Josh. What would you do?” Harry’s jaw firmed, and he stared at his brother as Brandt struggled for a response. “Yeah, don’t bother. We both know the answer. Case closed.”
“That doesn’t make it right.” Brandt let out a pent-up breath. “I spoke with vice today. They’ll let me know if they hear any action out of Boston. It’s a long shot, but it could give us some warning. Keep your phone charged and on you. Can you at least do that?”
“No problem.” Harry gripped Brandt’s shoulder. “Now can we get back to the women? If you’re going to curtail this romance, I’d like to enjoy tonight while I can. If I’d met Annie four years ago, things might be different.”
Brandt gave his brother a quick glance. Unusual remark for Harry. His brother loved the women, but he’d never acted like they had any impact on his life. Annie had made quite an impression in a short time. Too bad it was the wrong time.
They returned to his mother’s room and stayed until the night staff reminded them twice it was past their mother’s usual bedtime. She was visibly tired, but Brandt admitted Annie’s visit had been good for her. Maybe it was a relief to talk with someone whose primary thought wasn’t how soon they’d lose her. Or maybe she missed the company of another woman.
On the way out, Annie and Harry stopped to chat in the waiting room. Brandt walked on. His brother had been animated all evening, and the two seemed to have forgotten him as he exited the front door.
He checked the vehicles in the parking lot and circled the building before climbing into his car. As far as he could tell, death wasn’t lurking in the shadows…at least not tonight.
 
* * *
 
 
Ross, Barclay, and Brandt’s partner joined him at a back table in the Corner Cafe. He’d moved their morning meeting out of the precinct in order share Wernier’s concerns. The vice cop had reluctantly agreed, after Brandt personally vouched for them.
As he’d expected, they took the news with a mixture of anger and disgust.
“Hell, if we can’t trust our own people…” Barclay’s hand hit the table hard enough they grabbed for their coffee mugs.
“Hey, Stan, tone it down,” Ross said, glancing around the restaurant before refocusing on his companions. “But he’s right. If someone’s tampering with cases, it affects everything we do. If they’ve known about this three years, why haven’t they cleaned house?”
Brandt repeated what Wernier had said. “Nothing’s proven, and so far it’s only a handful of possible cases. No suspects, not even the same techs involved.”
“Who says it’s a tech? A secretary, a janitor, a civilian dispatcher, anyone who has access to the lab. Even a cop.” Barclay ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I know there’s a protocol to keep evidence secure, but it obviously hasn’t worked.”
“If vice is right. Despite the obvious irregularity on the Pardson case, we still don’t have a suspect, and the other cases remain under investigation,” Brandt cautioned.
“Yeah, well, I think it’s gone past suspicion. It explains what I found—or didn’t find—in the Otley file,” Eddie said.
Brandt’s head whipped around. “I knew something was wrong. What is it?”
“I started comparing York’s notes and the crime scene photos. I realized I was missing some photos, but I tracked them down at the lab and made new copies.” Eddie reached under his chair and retrieved a file from his battered briefcase, scuffed from nearly thirty years of police work. He opened it, spread out a couple of the photos, and picked up a sheet of paper. He lowered his bristled gray brows. “Read paragraph five of York’s report. She mentions a bullet under the trash bin.” He pointed to the photos. “But there’s no bullet or casing shown under the bin or marked on the photos. Four casings collected and clearly marked out in the open.” He tapped on each marker in the picture. “Four turned over to the lab. No bullet or even a fifth casing. I know the casings turned out to be bogus, but this discrepancy caught my eye.”
“So she was wrong,” Ross said. “We’ve all made mistakes.”
“How do you make a mistake about seeing something?” Barclay protested. “You either do or you don’t. Eddie’s right. It could be more missing evidence.” He looked at Brandt. “You want us to ask her?”
Brandt mentally reviewed his case discussion with Maggie. She’d mentioned mistaking a casing for the bullet, and he’d just assumed one of the four casings collected had come from under the bin. Had she made the same assumption? If so, where was the fifth casing…or was it the missing bullet? And who took it?
“Brandt?”
Ross’s voice prodded him into an answer. “Sorry, I was kicking myself for not catching it. Good work, Eddie. Can you make copies of the two photos and her report? I have to return a box from the lab to York. I’ll ask her about the discrepancy at the same time.”
“Meanwhile, what do we do about the lab problem?” Ross looked at Brandt. “Does the captain know?”
“He does now. Vice convinced him to keep it quiet for a few more days before Internal Affairs clamps down. We’ll be better off if we can catch the culprit and determine the extent of evidence that’s been compromised. Just keep your eyes open. Jenson is putting out a memo on sloppy case documentation of evidence and ordering stringent compliance. Hopefully that spotlight will avoid additional tampering until we find this guy…or woman.”
Ross shook his head. “I don’t like the word hopefully.”
Neither did Brandt.
 
 
 
He stopped at the lab and collected the box and plastic bag holding Maggie’s guns, shoes, laundry that had been searched for bloody clothes, and the clothes she’d been wearing at the crime scene. They’d all been tested and released as clear. Items still undergoing testing would be returned later, but this was the bulk of it. Ordinarily a tech would have run it out, but he didn’t trust anyone in the lab right now—and it gave him an excuse to see her.
The Otley case added legitimacy to his visit.
He called on the way. Her voice was normal, cool, efficient, not unfriendly but not showing any leftover warmth from that kiss. He approached her door prepared for whatever he might find. But perhaps not the poised young woman who greeted him.
As usual, Maggie wore jeans, but the black skinny jeans looked new, and the feminine silk top in midnight blue popped the red hair and blue eyes. She smiled and invited him in. He was immediately on guard.
“Were you on your way out?” he asked, setting the box and bag next to her coffee table.
“No. Why do you ask?”
“I just thought… You look very nice.”
“Thank you.” She waved a hand at the containers of personal items. “Are you through with these?”
“Yes. They didn’t find anything. There’ll be another box when they’re finished.”
“Ok, I guess. Anything else?”
Brandt frowned. Was she implying he should leave? He’d thought that top might mean something. Guess not, but he was far from ready to go. “Something has come up.” He grimaced when her eyes immediately darkened. “Not on the Pardson case. It’s about Otley.”
“Oh.” Her lip curled. “Have you decided I killed him too?”
“Maggie.”
Her face lost its cool facade. “OK, I harbor a grudge. So sue me. I’ll try to do a better job of hiding it.”
He dropped the file on the coffee table, reached her in two strides, and grabbed her arms. His gaze caught and held hers. “I don’t want you to hide anything from me. But I’d like us to get beyond this.”
“You don’t ask much, do you?” she said stubbornly, but she didn’t move away.
“Actually, I’m asking a lot. I want a lot.” He lifted one hand to smooth her hair back and searched her face, hoping she understood what he was saying. “Aw, Maggie, I’m trying to do the right thing, and you’re not making it easy.”
“Maybe I don’t want you to do the right thing.”
Brandt’s nostrils flared, and Maggie stepped back, as if regretting her impulsive words. “I shouldn’t have said that. Not yet. Not today.”
The air rippled between them. Conflicted. Wanting and not wanting. He knew that feeling. Brandt resisted the impulse—the challenge—to change her mind. He didn’t want either of them to live with regrets. This just wasn’t the time.
He broke eye contact. “Do you have the coffee on?”
“I do.” Her relief at the normal question was almost palpable, and yet—was there a tinge of regret? “I’ll pour while you tell me your concerns on the Otley case.”
He picked up the file and spread it out on the kitchen counter. “My partner Eddie Bishop just got back from vacation and looked over the file for the first time. He found a discrepancy between your report and the crime scene markers on the bullet casings.”
She frowned as she set the filled mugs on the counter. “Show me.”
Maggie immediately spotted the problem. “Where’s the casing that was under the bin? I know it was there. In fact, at first…” She broke off and her frown deepened.
“You thought it was the bullet,” he finished. “You mentioned that before.”
“Yes, but we’d just arrived at the scene. I hadn’t even viewed the body yet, and I thought I’d get back to it. By the time I remembered, it was gone. I assumed it was collected by the lab. But I guess not…”
“What if it was the bullet.” His voice was flat, not a question at all.
She turned to look at him, her eyes wide and searching. “Then where’d it go? It doesn’t show up on the evidence sheets.”
“A good question. You may not like the answer.”
He told her about the call from Justin Wernier, the fingerprint issue from the Pardson scene, the vice unit’s suspicions of the lab, and ended with Bullet Castile’s possible involvement. The man’s name acted like a shot of adrenaline. Her eyes narrowed, the womanly softness that was part of her normal demeanor dropped away, and Maggie the cop took over. The wheels spun into high gear.
“You saw some object under the bin…” He paused long enough for her to nod positively. “So it’s lost, stolen, or destroyed, whether it was a bullet or a casing.”
“Geez, Brandt.” Her jaw tightened. “That frigging bastard Castile has his dirty fingers everywhere. But who does he have in his pocket?”
Brandt shook his head. She clearly didn’t expect an answer, and she ran down the staff list, examining, rejecting, or setting aside each lab tech for further dissecting. Her fingernails drummed on the countertop.
“Cory’s in charge of the lab,” she said. “Which makes him the obvious choice, but he’s also the whistle blower. That moves him into the unlikely category. Likewise Erma, who’s set to retire soon with a tidy pension. No motive there. Maybe someone young, needing money, like RJ with a wife and three small children to feed, or Beth, whose grandmother has all those medical bills. And Randy has a ton of school loans.” She looked at Brandt. “What do you think? I like these people. I’d hate to believe any of them are involved.”
“There are other possibilities.” He brought up the clerical staff, and even regular visitors to the lab from outside agencies.
“Or cops.” Maggie cocked her head to one side. “It could even be a dirty cop.”
Brandt made a reluctant face. “Anyone come to mind?”
“God, no. If I had a suspicion like that, I would have acted on it before now. Just think of the damage that’s been done. If the lab’s been compromised, every case will be susceptible to challenge. Scumbags will be back on the streets because the evidence was thrown out.”
They drank their coffee in glum silence. Brandt finally said, “I should go.” He straightened, but instead of getting up, he shook his head with a rueful grin. “Guess who I found visiting my mother and brother last night?”
Maggie looked at him blankly, then wrinkled her forehead and sighed. “Not Annie.”
“Yep. Mom loved her. I haven’t seen her spirits so carefree in a while.”
“How is your mother doing?” Maggie asked hesitantly. “If you don’t want to talk about it I understand, but…”
He shrugged, intending to leave it there, but he found himself discussing his family with her as if it were natural. “She’s dying of cancer. I can say the words, but I’m not sure I’ve come to terms with it. The treatments are having little effect, and I think they’ll stop them this week.” He paused. “It won’t be long after that.”
 
 
 
Maggie’s heart went out to him. “Oh, Josh, I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah, me too. I think you’d like her. And I know she’d like you. She enjoys visitors. Maybe before it’s too late…” He lifted a brow.
Maggie silently caught her breath. He was asking if she wanted to meet his mother. But that would mean getting more involved in his life. She was already on slippery ice.
A shadow crossed his face at her hesitation. “Never mind. It probably wasn’t—”
And she responded to it, putting a hand on his arm. “I’d love to meet her. Really.”
“If you’re sure, I’ll call you.”
Brandt left shortly afterward. His visit had raised important case issues she needed to think about, but she replayed that highly charged moment that might have ended very differently. She’d nearly thrown herself in his arms and ignored everything else. But she knew better than to get involved with a cop. She shouldn’t have forced him to make the adult decision.
She’d felt the heady temptations of chemistry before—maybe not like this—but she’d handled it. Have a fling and get over it…or simply walk away. She didn’t think either was going to work this time.
Maggie scowled and picked up the phone. What she needed was a diversion, something to clear her mind and keep from dissecting Brandt’s every word. She called Annie and suggested a movie, but her reporter friend was writing a major article and begged off until tomorrow.
Still restless, she dug Dalia’s bag of goodies out of the closet. There had been a book in the bottom. She found the paperback-sized blue hardback. The Craft. Hmm. Witchy stuff. But what had she expected? Maggie settled on the couch, flipped it open to the chapter on ghosts entitled Bridging the Veil, and began to read.
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt was back and forth to the lab all the next morning and well into the afternoon. He checked the evidence on every case he’d had during the last six months, hoping he wouldn’t find more discrepancies. While he inspected the boxes and bags, he kept an eye on lab employees and noted the other personnel whose frequent access went unchallenged. There were more than he’d expected.
He was finally satisfied his cases were intact. Good news for him. But since none of his prior files had a direct tie to Castile, the lack of tampering supported Wernier’s theory of Castile’s complicity.
He returned to the Otley case and checked the evidence box one more time. No bullet, no extra casing. He spoke with one of the techs regarding regular lab routine, hoping to figure out when and how the bullet had disappeared. Any case-related questions he kept casual—the amount of junk and trash complicating the scene, where evidence was stored during collection, who transported it back to the lab. Apparently he wasn’t casual enough.
Cory Devane met him when Brandt returned the Otley evidence box. “Is there a problem, detective?” he asked quietly. “I’ve seen you asking questions.”
Wernier trusted this guy, but Brandt wasn’t ready to trust anyone. Nothing was adding up. “Just getting up to speed. It’s difficult to take over another officer’s cases.”
“Uh-huh. Well, if you have more questions, let me know.”
Brandt left the lab more suspicious than before but also more puzzled. He’d arrived at one inescapable conclusion: the object Maggie’d seen under the bin hadn’t made it to the lab. It had disappeared at the murder scene or in transit.
That focused him on the people at the scene, including four techs, three women, one man. He’d check them out, but it wasn’t necessarily a tech, and he or she wasn’t necessarily working alone.
Brandt returned to the squad room and paused in the doorway to scan the room. If Cory had noticed his activity, who else might have wondered? Had he already alerted Castile’s mole? If so, would that make him the next target?
Nothing like a heavy dose of suspicion to keep a cop on his toes.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie and Annie were laughing when they came out of the movie theater on Friday night. After a splurge on Cajun rib eye steak, they’d made it to the small cinema just in time to watch the latest romantic comedy to hit the big screen. Good movie, good company. Maggie felt more relaxed than she had for days.
“I loved his expression when she caught him peeking through the window,” Maggie said.
“And he claimed he was looking for a lost cat? Pretty lame,” Annie agreed. Her voice sharpened when Maggie suddenly grabbed her arm. “What’s wrong?”
Maggie stared across the street. “It’s Hurst. He’s supposed to be gone.”
“Where is he?” Annie turned to look across the street.
“He’s, um, floating near the gift store. Dammit, Annie. I read Dalia’s book last night. It didn’t say anything about spirits hanging around after their problems were solved.” In fact, it had been pretty positive about how docile ghosts were, downplaying any dangers from their ghostly chill, and describing them as lost souls with something unresolved from their human lives. Well, if Hurst had another problem, he could find someone else to help him solve it.
Annie peered harder. “I can’t see a thing, but it would be cool if I could.”
“It isn’t cool,” Maggie said. “He’s stalking me, and I’m tired of it.”
“Well, yeah, I guess. I don’t mean to be unsympathetic since this seems to upset you so much. But he won’t hurt you, will he?”
“I don’t think so, but it’s spooky. He should have left, gone over, or whatever they do. His killer’s dead.” She stopped abruptly. “Unless Pardson wasn’t the one. What if Hurst led me to my shooter hoping Pardson would implicate his own.” She pulled out her phone. “Let’s see if Dalia has a better answer.”
While Maggie talked on the phone, Annie continued to peer across the street, as if she might see him if she looked hard enough. She finally tugged on Maggie’s sleeve and mouthed, “Where is he now?”
Maggie looked…and blinked. “He’s gone.”
Frowning, she asked Dalia what that meant, but the unsatisfying answer was “I don’t know.” She shook her head and continued to question Dalia as Annie tugged on her arm, dragging her toward a nearby cafe. At the door, Maggie stopped and looked over her shoulder again. Hurst really had disappeared…at least for tonight. She sighed and followed Annie. By the time she disconnected from Dalia, Annie had ordered two coffees, and they’d been served.
“So what did she say?”
“Hurst isn’t satisfied.” Maggie wrinkled her nose with frustration, took a sip of her coffee, and set it down. “So…Freddie Pardson shot me, but a second shooter killed Hurst and his girlfriend.” She used a finger to draw an imaginary chart on the table and designated a different position for each crime. “Then that killer, or maybe a third party, murdered Pardson. And behind it all is Castile. We still don’t have a specific motive. Castile’s covering his tracks, but tracks of what? Other murders? Evidence tampering? Or maybe he’s just protecting his mole.”
Annie leaned on her elbows and eyed her friend. “Um, weren’t you supposed to be relaxing tonight? Not thinking about work?”
“Yeah, I did that. I went to the movie. But now I realize I had one murder figured wrong. I need to go home and work this out.”
“Want me to come with you? I can be a good sounding board.”
“I know you can, but you’re supposed to call Harry.” Maggie shot her friend a self-conscious look. “Dalia had a moment of insight…or a dream—geez, I don’t know how she does it—but she said a close friend of mine had recently had someone important come into her life, and she should follow-up on the relationship, regardless of the risks involved. I guess that means you,” she added grudgingly.
“And you listened to her? Maggie York, you’ve become a New Orleanian!”
Maggie snorted in disgust. “If I get your meaning, I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”
 
 
 
When she arrived home—alone, since Annie had rushed off to contact Harry—Maggie pulled out an old murder board stored in her closet and replaced everything with new 3x5 note cards, making a graphic representation of the current murders, her shooting, and the links between them. At the top was a card that simply read: Paul Castile. She sat cross-legged on her living room floor, studied the board, rearranged items, and added notes for more than an hour.
If she was right, she was somehow the trigger for everything that followed. Pardson had been sent to kill her. He’d failed, but Hurst had seen him or something just as damning. Since Pardson had blown the contract on her, and Hurst’s fingerprints were left at the scene and finally tied to him, someone else was hired to eliminate both of them. So far it made sense, but then she ran into inconsistencies. Why hadn’t they followed through by killing her? Instead, there’d been attempts to discredit her and scare her by breaking into her place and running her off the road. Neither guaranteed a permanent solution. A fourth player? One more reluctant to kill a cop but still determined to keep her from asking too many questions. Maggie sighed. She had a lot of questions and theories. A few answers would be better.
She glanced at the clock above the TV. After midnight. Too late to call Brandt and discuss the fact that Hurst’s killer was still out there…um, might be out there. She’d have to present it as a theory. He wasn’t going the buy the CI approach again. Actually, this was a good time to leave a message on his office phone. That way there’d be no questions, and he’d know first thing in the morning.
She pulled out his card and dialed the number. It rang twice. She was looking at the murder board again while waiting for the automation and jerked her head up when a voice husky with sleep said, “Brandt.”
Startled into silence, she didn’t answer until he asked, “Who is this?”
“It’s Maggie. I’m sorry. I meant to call your office number.”
“You did. My calls are forwarded. What’s up?”
“It’ll keep till morning. Go back to bed or, er, stay in bed.” A vivid picture of him, tousled, sleepy, and tangled in sheets came unbidden…and a speculation on what was underneath. She shut it down immediately.
“Nothing,” he said.
“What?”
“I sleep in the nude. Isn’t that what you were wondering?”
“Don’t flatter yourself. That comes under the category of too much information, Brandt.”
He chuckled. Deep, sexy. God, this had to stop.
“I’m wide awake now, Maggie. Tell me why you called.”
“It’s the Hurst murder. If Pardson screwed up the contract on me, would Castile be likely to give him another? Isn’t it more likely someone else cleaned up by getting rid of them both?” She told him about the murder board and her charting—everything except Hurst’s appearance.
“It certainly could have happened that way, but without proof, it’s just another theory.”
“It’s not. I know—” She stopped. “I’m convinced there’s a second killer.”
“Why? Oh, don’t tell me. Your confidential informant again.”
“No, it is just a theory. A good one that fits the facts.”
But she’d hesitated too long, and his voice tightened. “Aren’t you getting tired of the games? You’re not telling me something, and its hampering my investigation. You’ve been hiding it all along. I can’t adopt your theory without facts.”
“Suit yourself. But you of all people are aware some things can’t be shared.” He wouldn’t believe her if she told him the truth.
“Here we go again.” Frustration roughened his voice. “You’re making this about Boston. Maybe I’ll tell you some day. But I’m not going to do it when it’s a condition for your trust. Goodnight, Maggie.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Despite her late night conversation with Brandt—a source of annoyance and even a little amusement when she let herself think about it—Maggie got back to her normal routine on Saturday morning.
She met with Dalia and even had a specific request this time, something she’d found in the witchcraft book’s chapter on the veil. It had hinted at a secret ward to protect against the ghostly chill’s taint, and Maggie wanted to know how to do that.
While Dalia was enthusiastic over her interest, she cautioned that Maggie needed more experience before she could manage it. That wasn’t what Maggie wanted to hear now that she’d found some use for all this nonsense. Dalia had finally shown her the basics and agreed to begin working on it next week. Actually, Maggie wasn’t overly worried. Hurst hadn’t displayed any aggression toward her. She seemed safe around him, as long as she was careful. Hopefully it would be a long time before a nasty spirit appeared—like never.
After leaving Dalia’s, she swam several laps at the gym, had a good practice at the firing range, and restocked her fridge. By mid-afternoon she was considering her options for the evening when the phone rang. Brandt. That was a surprise.
“Are you still talking to me?” she asked, skipping the pleasantries.
“I must be, since I’m calling you,” he responded, smooth as ever. He didn’t elaborate but moved on. “I spoke with my mother. She’s having a good day and would love company. Do you already have plans for tonight?”
“Only if you consider takeout as plans.”
He chuckled. “I think you have time for both. Why don’t I pick you up at seven?”
“Seven it is.”
She didn’t dwell on why he’d asked her or why she’d said yes but spent the next half hour going through her closet and deciding which jeans and top to wear with her new boots. She finally settled on black jeans and a sea green top.
She tried to set aside thoughts of Brandt for the rest of the day, but she was still ready fifteen minutes early, and second-guessing the clothes choices she’d made. She contemplated changing tops, and then it was too late. Promptly at seven, he tapped on her door. Didn’t he ever use the downstairs’ buzzer?
She opened the door to find Brandt leaning on one arm against her door frame in jeans and a black shirt that showed off the tight abs underneath. His rolled up sleeves exposed forearms that were a credit to his workout routine and would make a girl feel safe enclosed in them.
He caught her once-over and grinned. “Did I pass? I can’t hope to compete with you. The green makes your eyes stand out.”
“If that’s a good thing, then thank you.”
“Absolutely good.”
“And yes, you definitely pass.” She smiled and walked into the hallway before she did something rash like suggesting they remain at home. Why was her response to him so intense? She didn’t normally throw herself at a guy, but Brandt was a nearly irresistible temptation. Especially when he looked like this.
Surprised by the level of sexual tension, Maggie was quieter than usual during the drive. Brandt, on the other hand, acted entirely at ease, as if he hadn’t noticed. He kept up a stream of small talk, information on the care center, and his mother’s former career as a librarian.
“If you need a topic of conversation, just ask her anything about books,” he said as he parked the car and got out.
She threw him a quick look, grateful for the suggestion, and hopped out before he could come around and open the door. That would be too much like a real date, and this was just two cops cheering up a sick patient. He smiled at her action but didn’t comment.
Carolyn Brandt sat in a chair in her room, a blanket over her lap and legs. Obviously she was gravely ill, but her eyes lit when she spotted her son. He went to her immediately, taking one hand and kissing her check. “How’s my best girl?”
“Fine, honey. I’m doing OK.”
The affection that passed between them caused Maggie a twinge of envy for a closeness she’d never shared with her own mother. She now understood the distance had been rooted in her mother’s fear of her gift, but it didn’t make the loss easier.
Maggie shifted her feet, wondering if she should give them some time alone, but Carolyn Brandt looked past her son, and her warm, intelligent gaze fell on Maggie. “You must be Maggie. How nice of you to come.”
Brandt immediately waved her forward. “This is my mother, Carolyn. Maggie York.”
Almost immediately Maggie felt drawn into their family circle, and they chatted for nearly an hour before Harry and Annie walked arm-in-arm through the door.
“Maggie!” Annie gave her friend a quick hug. “I had no idea you’d be here. Tell me everything later,” she added in a whisper. She shot a look at Harry. “Did you know?”
He shrugged, convincing Maggie the brothers had discussed and orchestrated the evening. Harry looked a lot like his older brother. His jaw wasn’t quite as firm, his dark hair a little longer, and his eyes were definitely less intense, unguarded. He laughed easily.
Brandt relaxed around his family, and the verbal sparring between brothers made him seem more like Josh than Detective Brandt. The five of them grew comfortable—sharing stories from their past and eventually getting around to places the brothers should visit in the New Orleans area. After a while it grew obvious Carolyn was tiring. She’d coughed more frequently the last fifteen minutes, taking longer to recover. When she had a prolonged bout of struggling for breath, Brandt handed her a fresh tissue, reached over the bed, and pushed the nurse’s button.
A white-gowned woman carrying a tray of pill cups responded immediately. “It’s time for your medication, Carolyn.”
“And for us to leave,” Brandt added.
They hurriedly said good-bye and moved toward the hallway. Maggie looked over her shoulder at a fresh round of raspy coughing.
Brandt leaned close to her ear. “The medication will help.”
Once they were in the hallway and the door was closed, Harry grabbed Brandt’s shoulder. “Was there blood?”
Brandt met his eyes. “Yes.”
No one asked what that meant. It was a bad development. Brandt held the facility's front entrance door for Maggie, and she stepped outside first. Catching movement from the corner of her eye, she stepped back, looked again, then spun around and pushed Annie back inside. Maggie drew her gun, and Brandt grabbed her, dragging her into the lobby just before the door swung shut.
“Let me go. Somebody’s out there under the trees. They ducked when I spotted them. Far end of the parking lot.”
“Stay here and guard them,” he said tersely. “I’ll come around from the back.” He ran toward the corridor.
Maggie spotted a tall, loose-limbed figure coming across the parking lot. “No, wait, Josh. I think it’s Wernier…from vice. What’s he doing here?” She stuck her SIG in her waistband.
“Dammit.” Brandt swung around, adding a few more four letter words under his breath, and slammed the door open, stalking toward the other detective.
Maggie hurried to keep up with him. “Did you ask Weiner for help?”
“No. Not this kind.” His curt reply didn’t encourage further questions.
“Sorry about that,” Wernier said when he was less than five feet away. “You caught me out of place. Maggie, I didn’t expect to see you.”
“Likewise, Shanks. Long time.”
“Too long.” He grinned. “I’ve actually missed hearing that awful nickname. How about coffee—”
“Can we skip the reunion?” Brandt growled. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Keeping an eye on your brother.” Wernier quirked a brow. “You didn’t really think it would take us long to figure it out, did you?”
“I hoped you wouldn’t try. Did the hit order come through? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Check your messages.”
Brandt grabbed his phone and turned it on. Due to medical equipment on site, facility protocol demanded cell phones be turned off during visits.
Maggie glanced behind them as Harry and Annie came out of the building. “Maybe we should continue this someplace other than the parking lot.”
“Good idea.” Wernier looked at Brandt. “Would you rather keep this between the two of us?”
Brandt’s look was dark. “It’s a little late for that.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Wernier didn’t seem bothered by it. “I know a little pizza joint around the corner. Why don’t we meet there?”
Brandt nodded. “Give us a couple of minutes.”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie watched Brandt’s face, knowing what he would try next. After explaining to Harry and Annie who Wernier was, he’d suggested Annie go home. She’d resisted, and Harry had backed her up. Now he was looking at Maggie.
“Don’t waste your breath with me,” she said, before he got the words out.
Brandt shrugged; they’d piled into two cars and met again at the restaurant. Wernier had already ordered, and he downed two cheesy slices before explaining his rationale for the surveillance. “We got verification of the contract this afternoon. If Castile accepts it—which he will—and sends someone after Harry, we’ll take the shooter down, make a deal, and have enough to put Castile away. At least for a while.” He shrugged. “It’s that simple. In the meantime, Harry gets protection courtesy of the NOPD. Seems like a win-win to me.”
“Except you’ve put him in a spotlight,” Brandt said. “A pro’s going to notice the surveillance just like Maggie did. You’ve set him up as bait.”
Wernier frowned, his voice impatient. “You really think Castile doesn’t know exactly where he is?”
Maggie leaned forward. “You’re undoubtedly both right. But, Shanks, the greater good theory doesn’t sound so neat when it’s someone you know.”
“I understand that—”
“Does anyone care what I think?” Harry asked.
Maggie thought Brandt suppressed an automatic no. “Sure, go ahead,” he said.
“I don’t like the idea of someone following me around. And I certainly don’t want to get shot at. But if it will get another crime boss off the streets…even temporarily…I’m willing.” He shot a look at his brother. “I’ll feel better if I do this.”
“Good man.” Wernier extended his hand across the table and shook Harry’s. “Brandt, you OK with this?”
Brandt leaned back, compressing his lips, but eyeing the two men. “You know what I think, but it’s not my decision to make.” He zeroed in on Harry. “Don’t give anyone an easy target. Stay out of the mall and off the streets. You’re not bullet proof.” He glanced at Annie. “Neither are you.”
She nodded, her eyes larger and darker than usual. “I get it.”
He nudged Maggie. “Are you ready to go?”
She sensed his suppressed anger, a noticeable heat even on a hot August night. “Sure. Nice seeing you, Wernier.” She slid out of the booth. “Keep this guy safe.”
“We’ll try. If a hunch pays off, I might have good news for you soon.”
She stopped and looked back at him. “Want to share?”
“Not yet.” Wernier gave her a cheeky grin. “You might try to steal my thunder.”
Neither Brandt nor Maggie said anything on the way to his car. Once inside, he sat for a moment. “For a long time I wanted Harry to take charge of his life, be responsible for his actions, but his newfound need to set things right is liable to get him killed.”
“It’s a tough situation, and I don’t like Annie in the middle of it either.” Maggie didn’t know what else to say. Brandt didn’t want sympathy. Maybe he was just thinking aloud.
How’d Harry get into all this trouble? He seemed like a genuinely nice guy. Not the type to run drugs or hang out on the streets. If he’d gotten hooked on drugs, Annie was in for a lot of heartache. It was a tough addiction to break. And he might not have a chance if a hired gun was after him. She’d gotten the gist of Wernier’s protection plan—one officer, surveillance only. Not exactly foolproof, but better than nothing.
Brandt cut across town, turned onto the block that housed the NOPD District 13 and its in-house forensics lab. She glanced at the building where she’d spent so many satisfying hours over the past ten years, from a nineteen-year-old rookie to homicide detective. Would she ever get back there?
She craned her neck as they drove past and suddenly grabbed Brandt’s arm. “Stop the car. Now.”
He pulled over, and she was out the door before he’d brought the car to a full stop. Maggie raced toward the front of the police station, her heart pounding as fast as her feet.
Hurst’s ghost sat on the potted plant container near the door—directly under the District 13 words carved on the stone facing—and floated off when she raced through the black iron entrance gate.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
He didn’t reply, just hovered there.
She pointed a finger at him. “Hey, give me a clue. Is something bad going to happen here? A shooting? A bomb?”
The edges of his image fluttered, losing substance, then regrouping. His head moved ever so slowly from left to right and back again, the first direct response she’d ever gotten to a question. She sucked in a breath. If not here, where?
She heard Brandt’s footsteps behind her, and Hurst faded. No, damn it. Not now. She clenched her fists to keep from venting her frustration on Brandt.
“Maggie, what’s going on?”
She took a deep breath before turning, but she couldn’t meet his gaze. “It’s nothing. I thought I saw some vandals, but it must have been shadows.” She stepped around him and started back to the car. “I’d like to go home.”
 
* * *
 
 
Confused, Brandt frowned at her back, noting the tight shoulders. It wasn’t “nothing.” She was pale…and angry. He could swear she’d been talking to someone, shaking her finger at him…them…similar to that night in the courtyard. Was this evidence of the ghost hallucinations Coridan had mentioned? Was she losing it?
She’d been through a lot recently and been shaken by events, but not once had he considered her unstable. He didn’t know much about PTSD. Could it come on in a flash? Maybe triggered by the tight spot Harry was in or the risk to Annie? He’d find out, ask some quiet questions. He’d like to help her.
Brandt followed her and got into the car. She sat with her head turned away, staring out the window.
“Do you want to talk about this?”
“No.”
He started the car and drove her home. When they arrived at her apartment building, Maggie quickly got out, but he followed her toward the building.
“I got it from here, Brandt. Thanks for the ride, the evening. You don’t need to walk me up.”
“But I want to.”
She let the entrance door swing past her, but he caught it and beat her to the stairway, holding it open while she swept past, still not looking at him. What was she thinking behind that set, expressionless face?
At her apartment door, she once again tried to ditch him, but Brandt ignored her hints and even her curt goodnight. Instead, he followed her inside and leaned against the closed door.
She finally turned and glared at him. “You’re pushing too hard. I’m tired, and I’m going to bed.”
“Fine. We can talk in the bedroom.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Have you forgotten I carry a gun? I also sleep with one.”
“I’m counting on your better sense to prevail before you actually shoot me.”
She gave a mocking bark of laughter. “That’s risky. I’m not sure I have any.” Her slender shoulders slumped, and she put a few more steps between them. Her voice sounded weary now. “Go home, Josh.
“I’m not leaving till you tell me the truth.”
“About what?” Anger sparked again. “Still looking for a murder confession? I’m not a killer. Not Hurst or his girlfriend. Not Pardson. Not anyone.”
Brandt shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from reaching out to her. He hated to do this, but it didn’t seem there was any other way. He kept his voice level. “I want you to tell me about the ghosts.”
Silence. Harsh, raw. He waited.
“Damn Coridan.” She said it so softly he barely heard the words. Her back stiffened; she curled her fingers into fists at her side and spun around. Suppressed fury flowed from her in waves. “Want to hear just how crazy I am? Is that it? It’s no business of yours. Get out of here. Get out of my life.”
He shook his head, letting her anger wash over him, and started toward her.
“Oh, no. Don’t you dare feel sorry for me,” she snapped.
“Maggie…” He reached out a hand, and she batted it away.
“I may be crazy or a friggin’ freak, but I don’t need your sympathy. What do you want from me? Do you really want to hear about the ghostly spirits flitting in and out of my life? Or the weird gift I inherited? Oh, yeah, they—my relatives who are even crazier than I am—call it that, not the horrible curse it is.”
She was trembling, and Brandt closed the distance between them, wrapping her in his arms. He held her tightly, ignoring her angry words and the repeated attempts to hit him, until she laid her head against his chest. She didn’t make a sound, but her shoulders moved as if she were crying. He murmured to her softly, not thinking about or caring what he said.
When she finally lifted her head and wiggled to be free, he opened his arms and let her go. “Will you tell me everything?” he asked.
She nodded and scrubbed her face, removing the remnants of her tears. “Why not?”
He suffered a flash of guilt at her defeated tone and wondered if he’d made a mistake. “Why don’t you sit down. I’m sure I can find everything to fix coffee.”
She rallied enough to flash a weak smile. “I’ll do it. I’m crazy, not helpless.”
He sighed but let the sarcasm pass. “We’ll do it together.”
They let conversation hang while they measured the coffee, filled the machine, and waited for it to brew. With steaming mugs finally in hand, they moved into the living room. She sat on one end of the couch; he chose a chair across from her, giving her space to tell her story. She delivered it in a matter-of-fact tone, from the first voices in the recovery room to Hurst, Dalia, and Selena. She related each of Hurst’s appearances, including what seemed to be his unheeded warning the night of the intrusion.
Brandt listened in silence and watched her marshal her thoughts to deliver them in a detailed, cohesive report he could understand. Actually, he didn’t understand anything. Her story was fantastic, unbelievable. But she wasn’t lying…nor had she suffered a psychotic break. Overwhelmed, maybe, but not the least bit crazy. She believed what she was saying.
He sighed, struggling between trusting her and swallowing this story. It would make sense out of certain things. The PTSD diagnosis, her secrecy, the mysterious confidential informant, finding Hurst’s apartment and Pardson’s car.
“Sometimes I don’t know who I am anymore.” Her voice brought his attention back to her. Maggie’s eyes were big and dark and questioning. “Ready to run?”
“Not yet.” He produced a half-smile. Responding to a rush of protectiveness, he moved to the couch and pulled her against his shoulder. “I can’t explain what’s happened to you, Maggie, but we’ll figure it out.”
“Yeah, maybe. I don’t expect you to just accept this. It’s taken me six, seven months now, and I’m still not there. If I hadn’t seen…experienced it for myself…”
He hushed her and rested his chin in her hair. Her stiff shoulders gradually relaxed, and he continued to silently hold her until he realized she’d fallen asleep. When he carried her to bed, he lay down beside her, intending to stay until he was sure she would stay asleep. Instead, he dozed off. At six, he brushed his lips against her temple and left. He had a lot of thinking to do.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Brandt blinked in the morning sunlight as he exited Maggie’s building. What a weird night. He’d never thought much about ghosts. If he had, he’d have laughed. Probably said they didn’t exist. But there were plenty of unanswered mysteries in the world, things that had to be taken on faith. And, dammit, he believed in Maggie.
She’d gotten under his skin. Something about her touched him, beyond the obvious sexual chemistry. He’d watched her face while she’d related her story, seen the pain, the denial, the resignation, and he believed she’d experienced a series of inexplicable events. He couldn’t think of any rational answers, and until he did, he’d keep an open mind. That she still struggled against the paranormal possibilities only made her story more compelling.
After a shower at home and a change of clothes, he considered going in to the precinct. It was Sunday, but it would be quiet enough to get some paperwork down. He called his mother’s room first, discovered she’d had a bad night, and changed his plans. It turned out to be the normal progress of the disease, but he spent the rest of Sunday playing cards with Harry and their mom or watching her sleep. He talked with Maggie only once. She sounded wary at first but relaxed by the end of the conversation. He hadn’t had anything in particular to say, but he was glad he’d called.
On Monday, he made it to the station by seven thirty. Retrieving the Hurst case from Ross’s desk, he searched for clues to a different killer…but his thoughts kept wandering to the incident outside District 13 last night. Had Hurst’s ghost really been there or had her subconscious conjured his presence? Either way, it must mean something.
The answer that popped into mind was the mole in the lab. Would a ghost care about that? Brandt snorted. How would he know? But Maggie would care, if it was her subconscious at work. On the other hand, maybe it wasn’t a person but evidence they’d overlooked, something buried in a box in the lab. Wasn’t evidence what Hurst had pointed her to in the past? Brandt shook his head, still amazed he was following up a lead from some spooky presence. This was going to take getting used to.
Even after combing the Hurst file again and examining the case-related evidence box, he found nothing he could put a different spin on. At the morning meeting, he explained his renewed interest in the case by repeating the discrepancies that had been there all along.
“We have zero direct evidence that points to Pardson. No witnesses that place him in the area, no ballistics matches, no fingerprints, no fiber evidence. Besides, he was a sniper. They don’t like up close and personal, not the way Hurst and his girlfriend were executed.”
“Doesn’t that logic mean we have a third killer?” Ross asked. “‘Cause a man who uses a gun wouldn’t stab his target. Not unless something went wrong during the hit, and there wasn’t any sign of a struggle or slip-up in Pardson’s murder.”
“You both could be right—unless one of these killers deliberately changed his MO to throw us off,” Barclay cautioned.
Bishop nodded. “Yeah, good thought.”
“Which just proves we’re a long way from closing this case.” Brandt stood. “It’s time we were getting back to work, but for now, the Hurst case stays open.”
 
 
 
Brandt dropped into his desk chair, relieved that had gone smoothly. Now came the hard part—proving there was a second, or even third, killer and identifying potential suspects. He sighed, picked up the crime scene photos from the Pardson murder, and took a magnifying glass from his drawer. It was as good a place as any to start.
“Officer down! Active shooter on the scene.”
Brandt whipped his head toward the officer shouting from the squad room doorway. When the officer gave an address only six blocks away, he sprang to his feet, grabbed his service pistol, and ran toward the door. In fact, every detective in the room responded. An officer involved shooting, especially one close by, always sparked an automatic response.
Brandt’s vehicle was parked in front, and Bishop, Ross, and Barclay piled in with him, the last man barely getting the door closed before they sped down the street, whipping around traffic. Brandt slammed on his brakes a half block from the shooting scene, flipped off the engine, and leaped into the street. He ran toward a cluster of officers while other police vehicles pulled up nearby. Newly arrived cops spread out and moved swiftly toward the scene with guns drawn. Their priority was to backup the officers involved and then provide containment, keeping the bad guys in and bystanders out.
Brandt noted the lack of current gunfire. He spotted the vice unit supervisor directing operations—which indicated the officer involved might be under his command. Police converged on a seven-story building on the right. Someone said the word sniper, and Brandt’s gut clenched, knowing the implications. An experienced sniper didn’t often miss with that first shot or two, and the distance from his victim might have let the killer slip away before anyone started looking.
Brandt edged toward the circle of officers, which included Ray Coridan, protecting someone lying on the street. It spoke volumes that they weren’t tending his wounds. Fatality. When someone moved, Brandt glimpsed the body. Long, lanky form with very blond hair. His mouth grew dry, a pit formed in the bottom of his stomach. Aw, hell. It was Wernier.
An instant later, pure fear spiked through him. Was Harry still safe? Brandt snatched his phone and jammed in the number. One ring. Two. Three.
“Hey, bro. What’s up?”
Brandt sucked in a sharp breath as relief washed over him. “Where are you?”
“At home in my apartment. You sound different. Has something happened?”
“Detective Wernier was killed just minutes ago. Sniper. Don’t go anywhere. Stay away from your windows, lock your doors, and don’t answer until you hear from me.”
“Was this because of me?” Harry’s voice was quiet.
“I don’t know for sure. He wasn’t near your apartment. It may be unrelated. But until I have some answers, you need to lay low. Promise me.”
“Yeah, Josh. I’ll be here. God, I’m sorry. He seemed like a nice guy.”
Brandt’s next call went to Maggie. She didn’t need more bad news, but he’d rather she heard it from him than over the TV. He waited impatiently for her to answer.
“Maggie, it’s me.”
“You’re a brave man, Josh. I wasn’t sure I’d hear from you again.”
“I’m not that easy to get rid of. Are you watching TV?”
“No, why?” Her voice sharpened. “What’s going on?” He heard her switch it on in the background.
“Sniper shooting. It’s Weiner. He didn’t make it.”
“Oh my God. He has a wife and two small children. Did they get the sniper?”
“Not yet. They’re searching a building now, but I’m betting he’s gone.”
“What about Harry? Was he there?”
“He’s fine. He was home, not even close to the shooting scene.”
“That’s a relief. I can’t believe Shanks is gone. He’s…” Her voice caught and then firmed, her tone turning sharp. “So what happened? Who’d dare to shoot a cop?”
“I don’t know. The scene’s not secure yet. I haven’t heard how it went down. Coridan might know more. He was on the scene before I was. Are you OK? I know you worked with Wernier on a couple of Castile’s cases.”
“Like everyone else, I’m pissed off, Brandt. He was a good cop. Always had a joke, but he was smart, careful. I can’t imagine how— Wait, do you remember what he said last night?”
“About having good news soon? Yeah, I thought of that too. I intend to bring it to his commander’s attention. But I’m not sure how helpful it will be. He clearly had a lead on something, but we don’t know what. He looked at you when he said it. So maybe Castile?”
Maggie swore softly. “You’re right. He said it directly to me.” Her voice steadied as the conversation refocused on the investigative issues. “It’s not proof of anything, but Castile wouldn’t bat an eye at targeting a cop.”
“It’s a lead to follow if we don’t nail this guy. I should go.”
“Josh, will you keep me in the loop?”
His lips parted in a curve. She could call Coridan or anyone else on the squad to get an update. By asking him, she’d indicated she wasn’t backing away from the intimacy created during last night’s confession. “You bet. As soon as I know anything.”
He hung up, and the smile faded as he turned back to the grim scene.
 
 
 
An hour later it became clear the sniper had escaped, and Brandt met with Captain Jenson back at the station. He’d changed his mind about going to Wernier’s supervisor and revealing anything associated with Harry. He didn’t trust anyone with his brother’s life, but Jenson already knew everything about Boston, the Witness Protection Program, and why Harry was in New Orleans. The full story had been a condition of Brandt’s hiring.
As Brandt laid out the details of his discussions with the dead cop and the connection to Harry, Jenson’s face went from grave to forbidding. “It isn’t clear what Wernier meant, and I understand your hesitation to expose Harry, but we can’t suppress a possible motive.”
“I’m not asking that, captain. Just keep Harry’s identity under wraps. He only met Wernier last night. He doesn’t know anything about him, and questioning Harry would only put him at greater risk.”
Jenson leaned back, his hands braced on the chair arms, and frowned. “It sounds like you don’t trust your fellow cops. Is this about the lab leak? You think it’s a dirty cop?”
Brandt shrugged. “I know Castile has a pipeline into this building. That’s reason enough to keep Harry far away from here.”
“You trusted Wernier.”
“A calculated risk that may have gotten him killed.”
Jenson rubbed the back of his neck as he seemed to think it through, and then he leaned forward again. “I might as well admit I have another problem with this situation. Wernier didn’t trust anyone either, and I let him get away with it. In hindsight, that may have been a mistake. At least for me. His commander doesn’t know about the lab investigation. He’ll be pissed—and with some justification—that his officer was involved in two secret cases.” Jenson shook his head slowly, possibly envisioning the unpleasant scene. “So let me meet with him first. I’ll tell him about the lab, and the undercover work protecting an unnamed witness linked to Paul Castile. And I’ll relate what he said to you last night. We’ll leave out that anyone else was present. If he wants to talk with you, I’ll make it clear he can’t ask about the undercover work.”
“I owe you, captain.”
Jenson gave him an unreadable look. “I hope your brother is worth it. You’ve used up a lot of good will on his behalf.”
“Yes, sir. I’m trying to keep him alive, so he has a chance to prove me right.”
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Maggie stood at the window of her apartment watching nothing, hugging her arms, shocked and saddened by Shanks Wernier’s death. She’d miss his boyish smile and those long legs making District 13’s endless corridors seem short. He’d been a cop’s cop. There wasn’t a better tribute.
Following the bleak news, she’d prowled her apartment for nearly an hour, pacing back and forth, desperate to think of something she could do for Wernier…or his grieving family. What would those kids do without him?
Someone needed to make Castile pay this time, bring him to his knees. She knew with uncanny certainty he’d ordered Shanks’s death. It didn’t matter which case prompted it. Castile was responsible. And dammit, she was hampered in what she could do without her badge.
Or was she? In some ways wasn’t she free of the department’s rules? Maggie dropped her arms, and a grim smile tightened her lips. If they couldn’t catch him after-the-fact, how about in the act? What if she could make him come after her? She was certainly better equipped to protect herself than Harry was, and he was hanging out there with a sign on his back.
Besides, if the worst happened, she’d come back and haunt Castile to death.
She called Coridan and asked him to send her their background file on Castile. After asking her why she wanted it and getting only vague answers about needing something to do, he refused.
“I can’t do that, Maggie. You’re not entitled to case files as long as you’re on medical leave.”
“This isn’t a case file. All I want is the background file from my desk. They must have boxed and stored it somewhere. Come on, Coridan,” she coaxed. “I put most of it together.”
He finally relented. “OK. When I have time. We’re all pretty busy looking for the sniper.”
“They need to get Castile for this one,” she said, gritting her teeth.
“Castile? Do you know something I don’t? They haven’t identified a suspect.”
“As if we don’t know who ordered it. Who’s behind major crime in this district? A cop killing is right down his line.”
“I don’t know,” he said doubtfully. “No one admits seeing anything. And some time passed before it was reported. It could be anybody. They haven’t excluded a lone wolf sniper.”
“I hear you.” Her partner had always been the more cautious one, waiting for all the evidence before espousing a theory. She was the one examining multiple threads. In this case, all the threads led to Castile. But arguing with Coridan was a waste of time. She switched the conversation back to Wernier, plans for taking care of his family…and for his funeral.
“Count me in on donations,” she said.
“Will do. I’ll call as soon as arrangements are set.”
 
 
 
Maggie waited two hours, watching her combo fax/scanner/printer for Coridan to send the info she needed. But he’d either forgotten or was too busy. She finally called Emma at the lab and made the same request.
“Coridan was supposed to fax them an hour ago, but I guess he forgot. Could you do it for me?”
“Well, I don’t know…”
“It’s just background stuff. Nothing official. I wanted to look something up for Brandt.”
The detective’s name worked like magic, and Maggie waited by her machine until the pages came through: Castile’s photo—average-looking Caucasian, dark brown hair, brown eyes, medium height—his biographical history, a long list of suspected crimes, convictions (lamentably few), known associates, connecting cases. She pulled out the last sheet and added the most recent incidents: her own shooting, Hurst and JoJo, the Tahoe in the swamp (with a question mark), the apartment intrusion (another question mark), Pardson’s death, and Wernier’s. The only common denominator that jumped out was Maggie.
She picked up the rest of the pages, settled at the kitchen table, and studied them in a way she hadn’t done before, developing a profile. She was looking for insight to what made Castile tick, something to give her an edge. Maggie had decided it was time for her and the crime boss to meet.
 
 
 
At the first sign of dusk, Maggie set her plan in action by looking for Hurst. Since his presence was supposed to be strongest where he’d died, she headed for his girlfriend’s former residence. She hadn’t changed her doubts about the spirit world, but if she had to have a resident ghost, even a temporary one, he might as well make himself useful.
Bullet Castile was a careful man, moving his headquarters constantly, making it hard for his enemies to find him. It was also the main reason police rarely questioned him. They simply couldn’t find him at the proper times. She hoped Hurst would use whatever mysterious senses he had to show her the way. In fact, she was counting on it.
She stopped in front of JoJo’s home and focused on Hurst’s human image—including his sports logo sweatshirt—and repeated his name three times. Dalia claimed that was how it worked. But Maggie was still startled and creeped out when Hurst popped up no more than five feet away. She glanced around to verify no one would observe her one-sided conversation.
“Um, don’t come any closer,” she said, peering at the shadowy figure. “I’ve come to ask for your help. I know Pardson didn’t kill you, but I think it was someone Castile sent. If I can talk with Castile, I might learn who it was. Can you take me to him?”
Hurst’s wavery image continued to hover, the shadows under the hood darker, less distinct tonight, yet Maggie felt his unblinking regard.
She snorted. “Don’t give me that look.”
The figure fluttered and backed away at her impatient tone. Geez, were all spirits this skittish? But Dalia had said most ghosts were like children, and she softened her tone.
“Wait, don’t leave yet. I know you understand me. Take me to Castile, so we both can get on with our lives.” Or whatever you call your existence. She kept her mental fingers crossed, but when he still didn’t react, Maggie’s shoulders slumped.
Maybe locating someone took time. Or he needed to consult with someone, obtain permission. And maybe she was asking the impossible. Maggie scowled, annoyed with him…and with herself for being there. Even with Dalia help, she was no expert on the ground rules for ghostly behavior.
Discouraged, she turned to leave. She should have known it wouldn’t be this easy. Maggie stopped in mid-stride and turned back. “By the way, it isn’t helpful to just sit outside the PD’s door if you’re trying to tell me a cop’s in danger. Or anything else, for that matter. Whatever you intended, I didn’t get the message.”
The ghostly figure flared, seeming to expand its boundaries, then shrank back to its original size, fading in and out in that creepy way.
Holy Hell. She backed away, not trusting that thing at her back, and left. That didn’t seem child-like to her, unless it had just had a tantrum. On the way home, Maggie stopped at the gun range and took out her frustrations with an hour of precision shooting.
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie opened her apartment door the next morning and stopped with her hand in midair as she reached for the daily paper. Hurst’s figure, looking more incorporeal than the night before…but acting less scary, hovered in the hallway. She glanced up and down the corridor, then eyed him crossly. “You might have given me some clue you understood. This flaring up but silent act doesn’t work for me.”
No response. Well, what had she expected? “I hope this means you’ve found Castile. I’ll follow you, but you’ll have to wait a few minutes. I’m not confronting him in my pj’s.”
Her lips parted in surprise when Hurst seemed to accept that and folded his ghostly image to settle against the far wall. Maggie stepped back inside. Uneasy that she might have misread his sudden reappearance and ignored another warning, she triple-locked the door and kept her SIG with her while she showered and dressed in a NOPD T-shirt and black jeans.
When she opened the door again, Hurst was right where she’d left him. She smoothed the collar of the white big shirt she’d thrown on to cover the SIG tucked at the small of her back. Her secondary gun rested in an ankle holster inside her left boot. They were mostly habit, maybe a confidence boost. She only intended to talk, pull Castile’s chain a little, make him wonder what she was up to. If he chose to come after her later…well, she’d be waiting. In the middle of Castile’s headquarters surrounded by his large organization of thugs, she wasn’t going to prevail in a gun battle. But…on the remote chance it came to a shootout, he’d be her first target.
Hurst floated upright. She waved her arm toward the stairs indicating her willingness to follow him, but his image flowed through the exterior wall. “Well, hold on,” she muttered. “I can’t do that.” Maggie bounded down the stairs and out the front door.
Hurst’s ghostly form waited in the middle of the street, oblivious to the traffic that passed through him. She followed along the sidewalk, anxious not to lose him as he walked through buildings or whatever else was in his path. He paid no attention to Maggie, except waiting for her to catch up when she fell behind.
After forty-five minutes, they’d entered an area where she wouldn’t normally go when off duty, filled with abandoned buildings not yet reclaimed from Katrina. He stopped in front of a warehouse, and she hung back in the shadows of the building across the road, assessing the scene. Even in daylight, the storehouse wasn’t inviting. Shuttered, metal roof dented and rusting. Every window boarded over. Weeds grew along the foundation. There might as well have been a large No Trespassing or Else sign over the entrance.
Hurst’s figure suddenly vanished in a poof. OK, so it was up to her now.
Maggie hesitated. Last chance to change her mind. Once she’d thrown down a challenge, she had to expect him to pick it up. It was risky, maybe crazy—but what else was new. She wasn’t waiting for another friend to die, or for him to spring another surprise ambush on her some dark night. This way they both knew exactly where they stood.
Maggie took a quick breath, crossed the road, and reached for the warehouse’s front door handle. She spun around when she heard someone behind her.
“What are you doing here?” The rough voice belonged to a big man. Six-five easy, pushing two hundred and thirty pounds. Most of it was muscle. He looked unfriendly in spite of the smirk on his face. So did the black pistol stuck in the front of his khaki pants.
“I came to see Castile.”
He looked her up and down, slowly and deliberately. She’d had scumbags do it before, but it still made her skin crawl. She’d need a shower after this.
“You got an appointment?” His smirk morphed into a provocative sneer.
“Didn’t know I needed one. You tell him Maggie York wants to talk.”
The guy eyed her. “That supposed to mean something to him?
“I think it will.”
He waited a few seconds more. “I guess we’ll find out. Wait here, and don’t try to sneak inside. We don’t take to uninvited guests.” He disappeared around the corner.
Three minutes later, another man—not as big but tougher-looking—opened the door and beckoned her inside. She’d counted on Castile’s curiosity to get her this far, and apparently the gamble had paid off. Without a word, the man led her down a narrow hall and stopped in front of a closed door.
“You carrying?” he asked. Not waiting for an answer, he reached out as if to frisk her.
Maggie stepped back, her voice cold. “Keep your hands off me. Unless you want to lose them.”
The door opened, and another thug looked out. “What’s the problem?”
Her burly escort smirked again. “She don’t take to the idea of being frisked.”
“We’ll see about that.” The thug opened the door wider to step out.
“It doesn’t matter,” said a voice from inside the room. “Detective York didn’t come here to shoot anybody.” Paul Castile sat behind a desk and motioned her toward a chair. “Please join me. Would you care for something to drink?”
“No thanks. I won’t be staying that long.” Maggie stepped inside but ignored the chair and took her first good look at the crime boss. True to his reputation, he wore an expensive business suit, Gucci shoes, gold rings on both hands. His brown hair was styled in a windswept look. It didn’t work for him. He still looked like an accountant. Except his coffee-colored eyes watched her like the predator he was.
“Well, then…perhaps you’d like to explain why you’re here, so I can get back to the meeting I interrupted for you.”
“How accommodating.”
Something flickered in his eyes and then was gone. “I try to be.” He leaned back in his chair. “I have no wish to quarrel with the NOPD.”
“And yet you killed one of our officers yesterday.”
“You’re mistaken. I heard about the event of course. Most unfortunate.”
She ignored his denial. “I guess it would be more precise to say you ordered him killed. Detective Wernier was a friend, but even if he wasn’t, you’ve gone far over the line. Consider this a heads-up visit. You’re not getting away with it this time.”
One of his henchmen stirred, but Castile stopped him with a raised hand. His eyes turned cold and flat. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you just threatened me.”
Maggie cocked her head. “Is there some doubt? I didn’t mean to be vague. You’ve targeted me, murdered a friend. I intend to see you behind bars before this is over.”
“Others have tried.” Castile stood. “Roscoe, you can show the detective out. She won’t be returning.”
“Oh, I’ll be back,” she corrected. “Only next time I’ll have a warrant for your arrest. Probably when you least expect me.”
She left the room with her shoulders straight and her stride sure and confident…in spite of four killers staring at her back. Maggie didn’t breathe easily until she was out of the building and a good block away.
Geez. She’d actually done it. And she wasn’t the least bit sorry. The friggin’ prick.
She couldn’t actually arrest him while on medical leave, but if she found the evidence, Coridan or Brandt would do it for her. And she’d find the evidence. Badge or not, with or without the department’s approval, and haunted by ghosts, she would take him down.
She released a sharp, tension-filled breath, lengthened her stride toward downtown, and called Annie.
“Are you busy, girlfriend? I could use a drink.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Brandt called her that night shortly after eight. His voice was tense and weary, immediately reminding her how awful the day must have been at District 13. “I need to talk with you.” he said. “Is now OK?”
“Sure. I just put a pot of coffee on. How soon?”
“I’m standing outside.”
Smiling, she opened the door but quickly stepped away at the thunderous look on his face. This was fresh anger, more raw than day-old grief. His eyes were stormy, neck muscles taunt. He prowled past her, the rippling of muscles in his tight jeans and fitted T-shirt giving him a predatory look.
Her thoughts immediately flashed to her visit with Castile, but how could he possibly know? She closed the door and turned to face him.
“What the hell were you doing this morning?”
Oh, God. He did know. Her pulse leaped, but she told him the truth. “Delivering a warning.”
“To Castile?” He threw up his hands. “My God, you are crazy.”
She winced, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“Do you have some kind of death wish?” he demanded. “Maggie, I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you, but how am I supposed to protect you and Harry if you run around doing reckless things like this? What’s the matter with you? Don’t you care about yourself?” He raked a hand through his hair and looked at the ceiling. “I’ve heard of suicide by cop, but suicide by gangster is a new one.”
Her hand flashed out to slap him. He was faster and grabbed her wrist before her fingers connected. Energy sparked with the contact, blatant anger fueled with something more primitive.
They glared at one another nose to nose.
“Let go of me, Josh.” She tried to wiggle out of his hold, but he tightened his grip. “Get out. Out of my apartment, out of my life. I don’t need you to protect me. No one asked you to.” She twisted away so violently that he was forced to release her wrist.
Before she could recover, he spun her around, grabbed her upper arms, and pinned her against the wall. “Are you going to try to hit me again?” he growled between clenched teeth.
“If you don’t back off, you won’t be having any children.”
“Fight dirty, do you?”
“You bet.”
She bent a knee to prove it, but he shifted abruptly to one side. In doing so he released his grip on her right arm and swung her around with the other, bringing her directly against his chest. A moment later she was plastered against his hard body in a fierce embrace, and his mouth was devouring hers. Anger swiftly turned to passion. They might have ripped their clothes off on the spot, if Josh hadn’t taken a step back steering them toward the couch, stumbled over the ottoman, and dumped them both on the floor.
Maggie looked at their tangled legs, Josh’s startled face, and laughed. “Not cool, Brandt.”
He pushed himself up on his elbows with a rueful grin. “Talk about a mood kill.”
“So easily discouraged?”
He gave her a look that had her scrambling to her feet. She crossed the room and watched him uncertainly, as he stood and shoved the ottoman back where it belonged. This was all wrong. She’d just ordered him out of her house, and now she’d all but invited him into her bed.
She found the anger again. “I think we’ve gotten off track, and you should stay over there. How did you know I saw Castile? Are you having me followed?”
His eyes narrowed, acknowledging the swift change of mood. “Geez, York. Keep at it, and I may murder you before Castile gets a chance. Can’t we at least declare a truce?”
She wasn’t letting him off that easily. “Not until I know why you’re following me.”
“No one’s following you. The intel came from an informant. I happened to have real ones,” he added with a pointed look. “Her boyfriend works for Castile, but she works for me and called about an hour ago. She says Castile doesn’t like you much.”
Maggie made a disgusted noise in her throat. “It was mutual. He’s a slick SOB with a cold, mean streak.”
“Yeah, we already knew that. What did you have to say to him that was so damned important? Or did you just want to piss him off? According to my informant, you succeeded. He’ll come after you harder now.”
She shrugged. “What should I have done? Wait around? He’s tried four times already. Castile thinks he can do anything he wants. Go after anyone. Wernier was the last straw.” Maggie dropped her gaze and moved into the kitchen, establishing a physical distance until they had this out. The air still sizzled between them. At best it was distracting. “Can I get you coffee or a beer?”
He waited a moment, then followed her but stopped on the living area side of the counter. She poured herself a mug of coffee; he chose a beer. They kept the counter between them while she related the details of her visit to Castile’s headquarters. “That’s about it. I wasn’t there long. Just long enough to jab him a couple of times.” She set her mug on the counter. “I want him to come after me, Josh. Because I want us to catch him.” She gave a half-laugh. “I’m sick of always being one step behind.”
His hooded eyes watched her face. “Were you going to tell me?”
“Of course. How can you ask?”
“You had me worried,” he said. “It seemed as if getting Castile had become more important to you than your survival.” His voice roughened. “Not to me, Maggie. Never to me.”
“I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.” She looked up, a soft smile touching her lips. “I want you watching my back every step of the way.”
“You got it, although a little warning before you visit Castile again would be nice.” Brandt gave her a long look, before setting his beer down. He stepped around the counter and gently cupped her face between his hands. “But being your backup isn’t enough. I think you already know I want more.”
Maggie’s heart turned over. “How much more?”
“I’ll show you. This time without the footstool.” His lips brushed hers lightly, and he slid a hand down her back, finding the tail of her shirt and the bare skin underneath. He gave a deep chuckle when she shivered. “It might take awhile to give this my full attention.”
“That’s OK.” Maggie molded her body against his long length, curling her fingers in his hair. “I have all night.”
 
* * *
 
 
Despite Maggie’s visit to Castile, the next three days remained quiet. Wernier’s funeral and the precinct’s official mourning period came and went, without an overt response from the crime boss. Although she’d brought it on herself, Maggie grew tired of wearing a kevlar vest every time she set foot outside and keeping her blinds always closed. Brandt escorted her everywhere, which wasn’t a bad thing, except he was so tense, his eyes searching every rooftop and shadow. She noticed, because she was doing the same.
Brandt relaxed more when they spent their evenings at the medical facility with his mother, Harry, and Annie—where he could keep an eye on everyone—and the nights with each other. Brandt joked about having to stay to protect her, but nothing about the situation was funny. It looked as if Castile wasn’t taking the bait, and tension was mounting.
When the phone rang at 2:16 Saturday morning, Maggie bolted upright in bed, but it was Brandt’s phone. He reached a hand out of the covers to answer and sprang to his feet when Harry’s face lit up the screen.
“Harry. What’s wrong?” Brandt listened a second, his jaw tightening. “Go down. Don’t get trapped on the roof. Just go down and get out of there. I’m on my way.” He glanced at Maggie as he grabbed his clothes. “Intruder.”
Maggie was already out of bed and pulling on her jeans. “Where is he?”
“Harry’s on the fire escape. I’m not sure about the intruder.”
Brandt drove, weaving around early morning traffic, pushing well over the speed limit. Maggie peered tensely ahead from the passenger seat, her SIG already in her lap. Please, God. This is his only brother.
The moment the car stopped, Maggie took off toward the building entrance. “I’ll clear his apartment. What’s the number?”
“Two nineteen. But wait, Maggie. Let’s stay together and find Harry first.”
“And let the guy get away? You check on Harry and cover the fire escape.”
Brandt frowned, hesitated, but finally ran toward the walkway between buildings.
Maggie burst through the entrance, cleared the front stairway, and reached the second floor without spotting anyone. It was strange the disturbance hadn’t roused other tenants, but maybe not, if shots hadn’t been fired. She hoped that meant Harry was alive and unharmed.
The door to apartment 219 was open an inch. She pushed it wider with her elbow, keeping her body to one side, but nothing happened. Not a sound. Reaching her left arm around the corner, she found the overhead lights and flipped them up using the back of her hand to avoid leaving prints on a potential crime scene. She listened for another second or two before peering around the corner. The room looked empty.
There was a recliner to her right. She slipped inside and crouched behind it, while assessing the rest of Harry’s apartment. It was a regular studio. She’d entered the living area of a large room with bedroom space on the right, kitchenette on the left, bathroom straight ahead. The window on the far side of the bed was open, leading to the fire escape. The bathroom door was open, but the other two doors, presumably closets, were closed. Holding her SIG in firing position, she sidestepped to the larger closet and pulled the folding doors open. Clothes, shoes, junk.
A sudden flash of brilliant light swooped down on her. She half-turned, instantly engulfed by an icy cold. Maggie recoiled, a scream ripped from her throat, and she fell into the closet. Two shots exploded from the direction of the bathroom. Two more from the open window.
As the frosty chill receded, Maggie scrambled to a crouched position, swinging her gun for a target. A body lay near the bathroom door. Brandt climbed through the window. She caught a ragged breath, eased off the trigger, and straightened.
“Are you hit?” He reached her in two strides, scanning her for an injury. “What just happened?”
“I’m OK.” She rubbed her arms awkwardly, still clutching her SIG. “It was Hurst. He dive-bombed me just before the shots. Scared the hell out of me.” Not to mention the creepy, soul-threatening touch of the Beyond.
“There’s a ghost in here?” He looked around. “Where?”
“I don’t see him now, but he was definitely here.” Maggie dropped her hands and put the SIG away.
“I’m not doubting you. I saw your face.” Brandt cocked his head and frowned. “Too close, York. He probably saved your life.”
“Not by himself. Nice shooting.” Maggie ignored his bristling disapproval, kicked the intruder’s gun away, and leaned over the body. The guy’d taken two hits. Double tap, head and heart. She checked for a pulse anyway and shook her head. “How did you know he was up here?”
“I didn’t, but I found Harry unharmed and hiding behind a garbage bin. He said no one followed him down the fire escape.”
She frowned at him. “That’s weird.”
His brow shot up. “No weirder than a ghost. But yeah, something’s not right.” Brandt pointed his chin at the dead man. “Either he was waiting for Harry to come back…or for someone else to respond.”
“Like you,” she said, her throat tightening. Had Castile shifted his focus to Josh?
“Or you. Or maybe just any cop. Too bad he can’t tell us, but I wasn’t focused on that when I pulled the trigger.” He gave her a pointed look. “Don’t think we won’t talk about this later.” Brandt turned away and leaned over the body to check the intruder’s pockets and pulled out a wallet. “Let’s see who he is. Casey Franklin Gordon. Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Me either.”
A police car with sirens shrieking pulled up on the street below.
Brandt looked up. “You should get out of here.”
“What about you? About Harry? Where is Harry?”
“I sent him to my place.” Brandt straightened, clearly torn between protocol, expediency, and protecting Harry. “Take off and start walking south. I’ll send patrol up to guard the scene, call the ME, and meet you in a few minutes. Patrol won’t be happy when they realize I’ve left, but I’ll call the captain before anyone gets too bent out of shape. Now go. Take the back exit.”
He urged her toward the door. Maggie checked that the hall was empty, sprinted toward the back stairway, and was out of the building without being seen. Right on schedule, Brandt picked her up ten minutes later, and they drove to his apartment.
 
 
 
A tousled, wide-eyed Harry leaped off the couch. “Boy am I glad to see you both alive! What happened? I heard shots, but I didn’t have a gun.”
“That’s a blessing,” Josh muttered. “The intruder’s dead. Maggie can tell you about it, while I call Captain Jenson.” Josh went into the bedroom and closed the door.
Harry gave her a troubled look. “He killed someone? Or did you—”
“He did. And probably saved my life.” Along with Hurst. Maggie went to the kitchen and sipped on a glass of water. Adrenaline still coursed through her veins.
“Oh, that’s OK then. I didn’t want it to be because of me.”
Maggie eyed him. “He wouldn’t shoot anyone unless he had to.”
“Uh, yeah, I know, but he’s done so much for me. I didn’t want this on my conscience too.”
Maggie grimaced. “Tonight might be my fault rather than yours.” If she’d goaded Castile into this kind of action, she hated putting Harry at greater risk, but the hit man’s death wouldn’t bother her for long. This time the good guys had come out on top. It didn’t always end that way.
Josh interrupted further conversation as he returned from the bedroom. “Captain wasn’t happy. He’s got it in hand, but I need to meet with him and turn in my gun.”
“Did he put you on leave?” Maggie asked. Standard protocol for officer-involved shootings but highly inconvenient right now.
“Not exactly. He’s walking a fine line, upholding the rules, yet leaving me some maneuvering room. I’m still active status, and I’ll just check out another pistol. I gave him the victim’s name, and he ran a check. Frankie Gordon is one of Castile’s goons. So Harry has definitely been made. But I should go. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
“Now? He wants to meet now? It’s four-twenty in the morning.” When he nodded, Maggie got to her feet. “Then I’ll go home and get some sleep.”
“Actually, I’d like for you to stay.” He flicked a gaze from her to Harry. “If Castile has put the pieces together, someone could come here looking for Harry. It’s not likely, at least this quickly, but I don’t want to take any chances. I’d send you both someplace safer, but right now I don’t know where that is.”
“No problem. I’ll be here. Don’t worry about us.”
“What about mother? Is she at risk too?” Harry demanded.
“I don’t know. I hope their security will be enough for tonight.” Brandt gave them a harried look. “That’s part of what the captain and I are going to discuss.” He started to leave, then came back and nodded Maggie toward the door. “I’d like a quick word before I leave.”
Oh, no. Here it comes. But might as well be now as later. Maggie followed him out, knowing he had every right to chew her out for running into that building alone but still feeling defensive.
As soon as they were in the hallway, he turned to her with a grave look and lowered his voice. “I trust you to protect Harry. But no more of these knee-jerk reactions. I think I’ve figured out what’s going on…you’re trying to prove you’re better, faster, bolder. Maybe to convince the captain…or yourself. But you’re a good cop, Maggie. You don’t need to prove anything. Stop trying so hard before it all backfires in your face.”
Maggie wanted to deny it, but she bit her lip. She’d endangered Harry this time. He was entitled to call her on it. “I never meant to make things worse for Harry by confronting Castile.”
“We don’t know that you did. Hell, Maggie, that’s not the point. You might have gotten yourself killed. This is twice in a week. And tonight took…” He paused, clearly searching for the words. “…an extraordinary intervention. If you pull something again, I’m not going to look the other way.”
Maggie stared at him but didn’t know what to say.
Josh sighed. “Just think about it, and stay out of trouble while I’m gone.” He leaned down and brushed her lips. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
When he disappeared through the stairwell door, Maggie went inside the apartment, glanced at Harry, and dropped onto the couch. “What a mess I’ve made.”
“How so? What’d you mean it might be your fault?” he asked. “Did you let it slip where I was?”
She gave him an astonished look. “Of course not, but I may have set Castile off so that he’s lashing out at any target he finds. He’s probably made the connection between me and your family.” She described her meeting with the crime boss.
“Holy smoke, Maggie.” Harry looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t.
“Yeah, your brother thought it was a crazy thing to do.” She sighed wearily. “Could be you’re both right.”
Harry’s look was doubtful, a little confused even, but he let it drop. He picked up his phone and tossed it a couple of times. “Maybe I should call Mom.”
“Your brother alerted security on the way over here. Let her sleep, Harry. Let’s do nothing else until Josh returns with a plan.” She yawned. “Except maybe take a nap. It could be a long day.”
“You can take the bed.”
She was tempted to take him up on the offer, to curl up with Josh’s pillow and fall asleep surrounded by the woodsy smell of him. “I’ll be fine on the couch. You guys with your long legs need extra room. Besides, it puts my gun closer to the only entrance.”
 
* * *
 
 
When Brandt returned three hours later, Maggie was asleep on the couch, and he found Harry snoring lightly in the bedroom. He slipped quietly into the kitchen and put the coffee on. He’d like to let them sleep a few more hours, but he wanted his mother and brother settled before he collapsed into bed. Hopefully with Maggie secure in his arms.
He and Jenson had come up with a plan, and the first steps had been taken. The captain had relieved him of other casework, and now it was up to Brandt to get all the pieces to the right place.
As soon as the coffee aroma filled the air, Maggie stirred. He crossed the room, leaned down, and kissed her on the lips.
Her eyes popped open. “I didn’t hear you come in. What time is it?”
She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Brandt hid a smile. Even as tired and worried as he was, he found every move fascinating. She stretched her neck and got up, putting her arms around his waist. “Are you OK?” she asked.
“I am now. But we have a lot to do today. Let me get Harry up, and I’ll explain.”
When the brothers entered the living room after a mumbled discussion from the back of the apartment, Harry was rubbing his eyes and grumpy from lack of sleep. His mood deteriorated even more when he heard his brother’s plan. Brandt argued that everyone, especially their mother, would be safer this way, and Harry grudgingly agreed. Next hurdle was Carolyn Brandt, but she didn’t offer a single protest. Anything that would keep her boys safe and allow her to see them was fine.
By mid-afternoon, Carolyn and Harry were in protective custody on the third floor private wing of a local hospital. They’d been officially registered as Karolin Gorski and her male nurse, Hari Obata. No official reason had been given for the police officers outside the room or at the entrance to the wing, but hospital gossip whispered about political asylum and international crime rings. Captain Jenson had a creative imagination.
Maggie and Josh sat beside his mother’s bed watching Harry model his green scrubs.
“This is a disgusting color,” he complained.
“Better than a black suit and a coffin,” Brandt said.
“Joshua.” Carolyn Brandt gave him a mildly reproving look. “Don’t even joke about it.”
“Sorry, Mom. It’s a cop thing.”
“Did you put Annie on the visitors list?” Harry asked, turning to look at Josh.
“No, and you’re not going to either. Maggie will get her a burner phone, so you can talk all you want. But for a while, no face-to-face contact. She could be followed here…or worse yet, someone could follow her away.”
Harry scowled, but closed his eyes at the thought, and finally nodded.
Maggie put a hand on Brandt’s sleeve. “OK. Can we go now? I think we all need sleep. I know you do.” His face was gray and drawn, Harry had dark bags under his eyes, and Maggie didn’t dare look in the mirror. Carolyn’s health had grown so delicate that the move had taken a lot out of her. They were exhausted, and nerves had frayed. A few hours apart, especially for the brothers, would be a good deal for everyone.
“Great idea.” Brandt draped an arm around her waist and sent his mother a finger kiss. “Rest well, Mom. I’ll be back after I’ve slept about two weeks.” He gave a faint smile. “Sometime tomorrow.”
 
 
 
Actually it turned out to be fortunate that Maggie and Josh went to bed—and to sleep—early that evening. The phone rang at 7:30 in the morning, and Captain Jenson wanted Maggie in his office in an hour.
“What’s this about, Captain?”
“We’ll talk when you get here.”
At 8:23 Maggie and Brandt walked into the District 13 squad room. It was mostly deserted on a Sunday morning. A few detectives might wander in throughout the day, but most of them took the day off unless they were behind on their paperwork or received a case on call.
Maggie had discouraged Brandt from coming. The less Jenson saw them together, the better. In fact, the argument had been heated and neither would back down. At one point Maggie suspected the dispute was being fueled by last night’s tension, but that didn’t change anything. Josh believed she was in trouble because of helping him with Harry, and he refused to let her go in alone. She’d finally walked out without him, but he’d followed in his own car.
The captain looked up. “What are you doing here, Brandt? I thought I’d seen the last of you for a while.”
“I’m here with her, sir.”
“No, he’s not. I told him not to come, but he doesn’t listen very well.”
“You two squabble like an old married— Oh, no. Are you two…?” He waggled his finger back and forth between them. “Fraternization within the department is frowned upon.”
“It’s not forbidden,” Maggie said. “But right now I’m not sure I even like him.”
“Which is one of the reasons it’s frowned upon.” Jenson leaned back and sighed. “Well, sit down. Both of you, I guess. Maggie, I hear you talked with Castile.”
She glared at Josh. “You told him?”
“Of course not. Why would I?”
“Why wouldn’t you?” Jenson interrupted. “What’s the matter with you two? She’s running around placing herself in danger, and you’re OK with that, Brandt?”
Maggie stiffened. “He’s not responsible for me.”
“Well somebody should be,” Jenson said, but he was frowning at Brandt.
Aw, hell. Now Josh was on the hot seat too. Maybe they needed to stop talking and listen.
“Uh, Captain, can we get back to why you called me?”
“Good idea, York, before you choke on your own foot.” He picked up a paper form. “Castile’s filed a formal complaint for harassment. No one here gives a damn. Except I don’t like hearing this way that one of my detectives has gone toe to toe with the city’s biggest crime boss.”
“I’m on medical leave. I didn’t think I needed to report in.”
Jenson’s dark gray eyes settled on her, hard, unflinching. “Brandt, leave us. Detective York and I need to have a private conversation.”
Maggie didn’t look at Josh as he silently got up and left. She sat unflinching, meeting the captain’s gaze—her own neutral, unchallenging—but when the door clicked shut, her chin rose a fraction.
“Don’t take an attitude with me,” he warned. “As long as you’re affiliated with this department—which right now is in question—you still report to me. Starting now…with the Castile business and anything else department-related. Do this my way, or hand in your resignation.”
Maggie didn’t even hesitate or question if he was bluffing. He wasn’t. She told him everything that didn’t involve Hurst or witchcraft or her feelings for Josh.
When she finished, he learned back. “What’s the deal, York?”
Maggie frowned, taken aback by the question. “Sorry, sir. I don’t understand.”
He tapped his fingers impatiently on the desktop. “You don’t appear mentally deranged. Yet you’re running around acting like a clueless rookie, confronting Castile without backup, charging into an active intruder scene—again without backup.” He paused. When she didn’t jump in, he went on. “This isn’t the behavior of the cop I knew six months ago. Even Coridan says you’re different. And Brandt thinks you’re hiding something.”
She shot him a surprised look, and he amended. “At least he thought so two weeks ago. Perhaps that’s changed.” He wrinkled his brows in speculation. “Is there something you should tell me, Detective? This is your chance.”
Since there was no power on earth—or beyond the veil—that could make her reveal her newfound heritage or gift to him, she offered the only thing she could. “Brandt thinks I’m over-compensating.”
Jenson narrowed his eyes. “Sound like shrink psychobabble. Is he talking about a loss of confidence as a result of the shooting?”
“I think that’s the theory,” she said a little stiffly.
“But you don’t agree.”
Maggie hesitated, knowing her future might hinge on her next words. “He might have been right at one time, but I’m fine now, sir. Yes, the shooting rattled me for a few days or weeks. But I’ve been kept away from a job I love for months, and my own case has stagnated until three weeks ago. Since then I’ve been doubted, even interrogated. If my recent actions seem extreme, what alternatives did I have? I don’t have a badge, I can’t get a warrant, and can’t call dispatch for backup. If you want me to quit doing things on my own, give me my job.”
 
* * *
 
 
A few minutes later, Maggie opened Jenson’s door and scanned the squad room. Brandt sat with one leg casually dangling over the corner of his desk, talking with someone on the phone. He spotted her immediately and disconnected. His brows shot up when she gestured for him to join them.
He gave her a questioning look as he walked past, and she did her best to warn him to listen, not talk.
The captain waited until they were both seated, his lowered brows a clear sign he wasn’t totally at ease with what he had to say. Despite the recent discussion, she had no idea why he wanted to talk with her and Brandt together.
Captain Jenson cleared his throat. “After an enlightening conversation on Detective York’s recent activities, I can’t say I approve of her tactics, but her theory of drawing Castile out has some merit.”
Maggie shot a look at Josh. He must wonder how much she’d said. She crossed her fingers that he’d realize it didn’t include any ghostly help.
“Even if it puts her out there as bait,” Jenson conceded. “In some ways Harry would be easier to protect, but we’ve gone to a good deal of trouble to hide his whereabouts, and at least Maggie isn’t an unarmed civilian. Plus she’s already placed herself in Castile’s gun sights. The department will back up what you two have started, but only under two non-negotiable conditions.”
“Which are?” Brandt prompted when the captain didn’t continue immediately.
“Constant surveillance on Maggie—I assume it won’t be a problem for you to continue—and that we locate and do the same with Castile. Twenty-four/seven.”
“Are you thinking he might handle the job himself?” Brandt asked. “He hasn’t done any dirty work in twenty years.”
“No, we won’t get that lucky, but by the time he or we make the final move, I want the name of every person who goes near him. We still have a mole in our building. When Castile goes down, I want every associate with him. And I want to be able to put our hands on him the instant we have enough for an arrest warrant.”
Brandt smiled and nodded, clearly sharing the sentiment. “We’ll do our best. Is that all, sir?”
“No. I want a concrete plan on my desk before you or she goes poking the bear again. I don’t care if it takes hours, days, or weeks, but bring me a workable plan. And…” He wiggled his finger like he’d done in the beginning. “I don’t want to see any evidence of this business between you on duty. I don’t give a damn what you do in private, but I don’t want to see it or hear about it. Understood?”
Maggie swallowed a laugh. “Yes, sir.” She didn’t dare look at Josh, but she assumed he’d conveyed his agreement because the captain seemed satisfied.
“OK. Get out of here, and keep your heads down.”
Maggie nearly raced out of the office, trying to contain herself. As soon as they were out of the building, she laughed and grabbed his arm with a big grin.
“What’s got you so revved?” he asked. “Does sticking your neck out make you this happy?”
“No, it’s what else he told me before you came back. If I don’t get myself killed, and I pass a psych exam, I could be reinstated when this is over.”
Josh’s grin matched hers, and he drew her into a quick hug. “Terrific! I knew he was a smart man. Who else can he get to work when they’re on medical leave or is so thrilled with putting her life on the line? He’d be a fool if he didn’t want you to return.”
She stepped back and cocked her head. “He said that’s what you told him two weeks ago.”
“I guess I did.”
Josh acted like vouching for her was no big deal. It was to her.
She frowned. “But, Josh, that’s when you thought I was crazy and a killer.”
“I did not.” He smiled, tucked an arm around her, and pulled her in the direction of her car. “You would have shot him, not do a messy job with a knife. And never crazy. A little unique, maybe, but I knew you were sane the moment I met you.”
“Really? Was that the moment I was pointing a gun at you?”
“You didn’t shoot.”
“That’s true.” She twisted her head to look up at him. “And what about Hurst’s ghost?” She felt him sigh.
“I know you’re not making it up. Can we take one thing at a time? Right now I’d rather worry about the real people I know can hurt us.”
It wasn’t the answer she’d wanted, but it wasn’t bad.
 
 
 
Two hours later, Maggie rubbed her temples and uncurled her legs from the living room couch in her apartment. They’d been brainstorming possible plans since leaving Jenson’s office. “You’re right, Josh. Everywhere we turn there are more questions. We can’t set up a plan unless we have some idea who we’re after and who we can trust at our back. The captain wants to take down Castile’s flunkies, but we don’t know any of the major ones—the traitor inside District 13, the hit man who took out Hurst and/or Pardson, the driver of the Tahoe in the swamp, the intruder at my apartment. Or who and why Wernier was shot. All loose ends.”
She paced across the living room, turned, and came back. “Maybe that’s why Jenson was so annoyed. I jumped the gun. He wants a clean sweep, and all I’ve been looking at is the head of the snake.”
Brandt pushed out of the chair and put his arms around her, resting his chin in her hair. “I love the way you get all fired up about something. But we’re not going to solve this tonight. Give it a break. Why don’t I take you to dinner, we’ll visit Mom, and start on this again in the morning?”
She leaned against him, took a deep breath, and dialed it down. He could do that for her, bring her back from the brink. “Does this include time for pillow talk?”
He kissed her forehead. “It’s on my agenda.”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
By Monday morning, Maggie and Brandt had concluded no plan was going to work as long as Castile’s mole operated freely within the PD. In fact, he or she might be the key to crack Castile’s network. Consequently, an update on Vice’s investigation was at the top of their list, and Brant called Wernier’s partner, Toby Sloane, to set up a meeting for early afternoon.
But Maggie had been edgy all morning. Something felt off. She’d checked the hallway twice, wondering if Hurst was nearby. The sensation was more than cop instinct that came from the gut, but rather a nagging, ominous presence inside her head. Not the same atmosphere surrounding Hurst nor the eerie feeling of death scenes, yet linked with them in an indefinable way. She shrugged her shoulders a couple of times as if she could shake off the bad feeling.
Although Josh didn’t feel the same uneasiness, he didn’t discount it, pointing out that the same forces allowing Maggie to see ghosts might manifest in other ways. Deciding it was a time for extra caution, including hiding their activities from the eyes of the precinct’s mole, Brandt called Toby back and changed the meeting location to a coffee shop across town.
Toby showed right on time, but his drawn face said he wasn’t happy to be there. He and Wernier had been partners and friends for eight years, and clearly Toby didn’t want to talk about it. He was quiet, distant, until he realized they were following up on the lab leak.
His demeanor abruptly changed, and he leaned across the table. “You think that’s why he was killed? I’ve wondered. Everyone is focused on this undercover protection case, and a recent narcotics sting that went sour, but he was more invested in the lab leak.”
“That was my impression. We’d talked a couple of times.” Brandt absently stirred his coffee even though he drank it black. “The night before the shooting, he told us he’d have good news soon. Any idea what he meant?”
Toby wrinkled his brows. “I heard he’d said something like that. I figured he was following a lead. But like I told the commander, I was interviewing a witness that morning, and I’d only seen Shanks briefly. He mentioned lunch—and wanting a blackened catfish po’boy. Then he said he had to see someone first, but he’d be back in plenty of time.” A shadow crossed his face.
Maggie pressed. “No mention of a name, a place?”
“I wish I had asked, but I didn’t.” Toby spread his hands in frustration. “I had the impression it was an informant.”
“A regular he’d used before?”
“Yeah. Maybe. He didn’t say so, just a feeling. You know, at ease, like he’d done this before and wasn’t worried.”
Maggie did know. A cop got to know regulars, even trust them to a degree, know their limits. New ones made you nervous. Had one of Shanks’s regulars betrayed him? If not, had his informant seen the shooting? Known the sniper? They needed to have a chat with his CI. Wouldn’t it be ironic if Wernier’s death was the case that brought Castile down?
 
 
 
It was past lunchtime, and Maggie couldn’t get the reference to po’boys out of her head. She hadn’t had one for weeks, and they were in Josh’s car on the way to a favorite cop cafe when Coridan called.
“Hey, partner.” His cheerfulness sounded forced. Not unexpected considering the mood at the NOPD. “I haven’t talked to you in a couple of days. This Wernier shooting has all of us working long hours.”
“I can imagine. Wish I could help.”
“I thought you might be back soon. I heard you met with Jenson.”
She laughed. “Geez, what a bunch of gossips. Who told you that?”
“Don’t remember exactly. I heard Brandt was there too, so maybe he mentioned it to someone. Well, don’t keep me in suspense. Are you coming back?”
Maggie frowned. Josh wouldn’t have told anyone. Why had Coridan suggested it?
“I honestly don’t know,” she said. Jenson had asked her to keep that part of their discussion confidential, and she’d already told Josh. She held back from sharing again. Besides, it wasn’t guaranteed. “He didn’t rule it out entirely.” That should be vague enough.
“What’s it depend on? Can I help?”
“Wish you could. I think it’s up to me.” Her other phone line beeped in. Perfect excuse to avoid further questions. “Thanks for the offer, but I have to take this call. We’ll talk later.”
She switched to the other line and straightened at Dalia’s sharp voice.
“I have to see you right away,” her cousin said. “Can you come now?”
Maggie glanced at Josh. It was way too soon for him to meet her unusual relatives. “Um, I’m working. Police work. Why don’t I stop by later? Or maybe tomorrow.”
“No, dear. This won’t wait. It’s important.”
Damn. Now what? “OK. Thirty minutes.” That should give her time to stop at home and pick up her own car. She disconnected.
“Problem?” he asked.
“My cousin wants to see me. It’s probably nothing, but she’s insistent. If you swing by the apartment, I’ll drive myself.”
“I can take you.”
“It’s really not necessary. No reason to bore you with family stuff.”
He threw her an amused look. “Afraid the relatives will scare me off?”
Well, yeah, something like that. She shrugged but still hesitated. Dalia treated witchcraft as a normal part of life. She wouldn’t have any qualms about discussing it around Josh. Was he really ready for that?
“Quit thinking up excuses to put me off,” he said. “After my family and its problems, yours will be a welcome distraction.”
“OK, but remember I tried to spare you.”
He chuckled then. “You’re absolved from all responsibility.”
 
 
 
Dalia met them at the door in a lavender cotton blouse and black slacks. Her hair had curled into neat gray waves, but her eyes were dark with anxiety. She grabbed Maggie’s hand and drew her inside, ignoring Brandt, an unthinkable social miscue for Dalia’s generation.
“I’ve been worried sick.”
“Dalia, this is Detective Josh Brandt. A friend. Tell us what’s wrong.”
“Oh, my goodness.” The older woman covered her breast with one hand and looked at Josh as if seeing him for the first time. “Detective, I’m so sorry. Please come in. I didn’t intend to be rude. I’ve been so distracted. Actually, I’m relieved you’re here.”
“Josh,” he corrected with a smile. “I’m only Detective Brandt on duty. But perhaps we should dispense with the formalities while you tell us what’s troubling you.”
Apparently encouraged by his manner, Dalia turned to Maggie. “You’re in terrible danger, my dear.”
Oh, God. Maggie refrained from rolling her eyes. This was going to be something from the Beyond. Josh would be getting a taste of something even weirder than usual.
“Shall we sit down?” Maggie suggested. “I know my way around your kitchen. Let me fix you a cup of tea.”
“No, dear, we have to go now. Selena had trouble getting through to me, and she was nearly beside herself when she finally succeeded. She insisted I bring you to her with all haste.”
Maggie’s heart sank. This was going to be worse than she’d imagined. Selena didn’t have a phone, and it was doubtful she’d borrowed one with cell coverage so spotty in the bayou. So this message hadn’t come through normal channels. She threw an apologetic look at Josh. “I’d better go. Dalia has a car we can drive…”
“So do I, but we’ll take the truck. In case the mysterious Tahoe shows up again.” He held out a hand to Dalia. “I’ll make a quick stop to switch vehicles, and we’ll be on our way.”
“Yes.” The word gushed from Dalia on a breath of relief. “Selena is waiting.”
Maggie swallowed a protest. Josh and Dalia were already headed out the door.
 
 
 
Josh’s truck was a shiny, black monster with an extended cab. Maggie itched to get behind the wheel, but this wasn’t the time, and she spent most of the trip wondering what Selena was about to spring on them. With Dalia in the front seat next to Josh, there was no way Maggie could privately prepare him for meeting her swamp-loving relative, so she didn’t try.
When they parked behind the isolated shack, Dalia tapped once on Selena’s door, then entered without waiting for permission. Following behind her, Maggie stopped and stared. Any description she might have given Josh wouldn’t have done Selena justice.
The eclectic but cozy interior Maggie had visited before was draped in white—walls, ceiling, the single window, and floor, covered in a white, gauzy material. Hundreds of white candles burned, the air heavy with a musky incense. The music from a single lute played from somewhere, an ethereal sound, soft, moody. Selena knelt in the center of the floor, her large figure robed in shimmering white silk. Her eyes were closed, and she appeared to be in a trance.
“Selena?” Maggie said uncertainly.
“Shh, give her a moment,” Dalia whispered.
Josh’s fingers curled around Maggie’s hand and gave a firm squeeze. She locked her fingers with his, and they stood quietly for long moments until Selena’s eyes suddenly popped open.
The mystic stared wide-eyed into the distance, apparently not seeing them, then suddenly shuddered and focused on Maggie. Recognition flashed across her face.
“Thank the goddess you’re here. I’ve been praying for hours to keep you safe.”
“Safe from what?” Maggie started to kneel beside her, but Selena pushed upward with one hand and lurched to her feet. She teetered and might have fallen if Josh hadn’t caught her arm and helped her to the rattan rocking chair. Selena sat with a whoosh.
“Thank you. These old knees aren’t what they used to be. Not after kneeling that long.” Selena smiled up at Josh. “You must be Detective Brandt.”
“That’s right. But it’s Josh.”
Dalia handed Selena a bottle of water from the fridge and hovered while the exhausted woman took a long drink, emptying half the container, and handed it back.
Maggie dropped Josh’s hand and stepped forward to touch Selena’s shoulder. “What makes you think I’m in danger?”
“Ophelia told me. Early this morning. I’ve been praying for your protection since then.”
Maggie swiveled her head to look at Dalia, her voice flat. “Dead Ophelia?”
Dalia gave her a what-can-I-say look. “I told you she hears voices.”
“Yes, but you didn’t mention that they tell her about the future.”
“Oh, not really the future,” Selena said, sitting up straight. “At least not the distant future. The present. Bits and pieces of the near present. Someone you know and trust wants to harm you, is actively plotting against you as we speak.”
Maggie stared at her. A chill flitted across her back. Was this why she’d felt so…well, spooky all morning? Did that mean she’d sensed Ophelia’s… She shook her head. No, it didn’t mean anything, and this was just the same mystical stuff dished out by carnival vendors. She couldn’t believe they’d driven all the way to the bayou to hear the vague portents of terrible danger and great evil without substance. Where were the facts she could relate to—the when, where, how or most importantly, who. “I don’t suppose Ophelia gave you a name.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Dalia said gently. “Those who’ve crossed the veil cannot speak the names of the living, even to one like Selena.”
“So tell me how it does work. A warning isn’t much good without specifics.”
Josh put a hand on her back, its warmth penetrating through her shirt. “Why don’t we let Selena tell this in her own way?”
He sounded so at ease, as if this were a perfectly normal conversation. It wasn’t, by any stretch of the imagination. But Dalia and Selena were genuinely upset, and she needed to calm their fears before she could leave.
“You’re right.” She flashed him a grateful smile before focusing on Selena. “I’m sorry if I sounded impatient. Can you start when Ophelia first appeared?”
“I didn’t see her. Her voice woke me just before dawn.” While Selena talked, Josh found chairs from somewhere, and they sat in the small room listening to Selena retell her visit from the Beyond. “Once Ophelia had my attention, I drifted into a vision of two shadowy men, one portrayed as huge as if he held much power over the smaller image, the one who does his bidding. They were whispering, conspiring. I felt a great sense of evil. In the background, I clearly saw Maggie and one, perhaps two, other men. Then the vision switched briefly to a crime scene with police and yellow tape.” Selena sighed. “The vision faded, but Ophelia wasn’t done.”
“Before you go on, can you describe these people?” Maggie asked.
Selena frowned. “Of course not. My visions are painted by Ophelia’s voice, but I can’t form a detailed image of something or someone I haven’t seen. Yours was the only clear image.”
“So why the vision? Couldn’t she have just told you?”
Selena nodded. “Ophelia wanted me to feel their evil so I could convey it to you.” The woman held out a hand toward Maggie. “These men are determined to kill you.”
Maggie’s mouth went dry. She’d known that, but the way Selena said it…sounded so real.
“You must not despair,” Selena went on quickly. “Your fate is not decided…only if you do nothing. But be cautious, listen to your instincts. Your actions will place another in danger, and you’ll need help if you hope to avoid another tragedy.”
It had to be Josh. “Who’s in danger? What happens to him?”
Selena shrugged. “Even Ophelia cannot tell you that. The future is always in flux until it happens.”
Maggie frowned. That wasn’t helpful. “Did she say why this is happening? What have I done?”
“Something in your past. Not what you’ve done. Perhaps what you’ve seen.”
Josh stiffened, and Maggie glanced at his tense profile. It’s what he’d been saying all along. She leaned forward. If Ophelia could fill in this piece… “What is it? What could be that important?”
Selena shook her head. “Ophelia didn’t know. Her voice started to drift away as if her visit was over, then she returned to mention a figure in a gold and black hood. She said you’d know who it was. His killer is now stalking you.” Selena lifted her massive shoulders. “That’s everything she said.”
Maggie sucked in her breath. Had she ever mentioned the hoodie to Dalia or Selena? Was Selena’s…vision, nightmare, conversation…an unconscious result of things she’d been told?
But a nagging voice reminded her Hurst was real. Why not Ophelia?
She stood and impulsively hugged the large woman. “Thank you for caring about me. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but please don’t worry anymore. Josh and I will handle this. I promise. And, uh, tell Ophelia, I said thanks. If she could find out what it is I’m supposed to know…well, keep in touch.”
The drive back to New Orleans was relatively quiet. They let Dalia off in her driveway and watched until she’d safely entered the house. It wasn’t until they were halfway to Maggie’s apartment that Josh asked, “Why did you change the meeting with Toby this morning?”
“What?” That was about the last question she’d expected. “I don’t know. A funny feeling, I guess.”
“Like somebody was warning you to be extra cautious?”
She swung her head to look at him. He was concentrating on traffic, but his profile didn’t give her a clue to his thoughts. “You think it was Selena…or Ophelia?”
His tone was level. “Why not? It’s becoming clearer all the time anything is possible. We should heed the warning, take extra precautions now instead of waiting until our plan is fully formed. After all, this is exactly what we’ve expected. Let’s move you to my place tonight. There’s no reason to make it easy to be found. And we’re not telling anyone, not after Selena said it’s someone you know and trust. Since I know it isn’t me, I’m reluctant to let anyone else around you.”
Maggie sighed and slumped back in the seat. “I don’t think you can put me in isolation, but yeah, OK. I did feel something unusual this morning. And who am I to remain so skeptical? I have Hurst to prove me wrong.”
 
* * *
 
 
When Brandt returned to District 13 on Tuesday morning, the department hummed as it settled into the ninth day of searching for a cop killer. The detectives manned the phones, talking with informants and checking out leads from the tip line, or they were pounding the pavement looking for potential witnesses. Several of Castile’s known associates were brought in for questioning but were released when lawyers arrived or bail was posted by their boss.
Instead of moving on to regular business, the precinct’s tension and frustration grew every day. Any hope the man Brandt had shot was Wernier’s sniper deteriorated when a search of the intruder’s apartment failed to turn up a rifle or rifle ammo, and they couldn’t find links between the two men or to Wernier’s prior cases. The two handguns recovered weren’t in the system. A petty thug, likely to be on Castile’s payroll, but another dead end.
Of particular annoyance to Brandt was the gossip in the break room. News of the lab investigation had leaked throughout the building. Any chance of catching the culprit by surprise had vanished.
But the news wasn’t all bad. Internal Affairs stopped by Brandt’s desk to return his pistol. His shooting of the intruder was ruled as justified. He hadn’t been worried—although dealings with IA were never comfortable, but it was nice to have his Beretta back where it belonged.
Mid-morning, Toby Sloane stopped by and dropped a paper on his desk. “I copied this from my partner’s file on the lab leak. Check out the phone number hallway down the page. Although Shank’s phone is still missing, his provider gave us a list of recent calls, and that number is the last one he called.” Sloane tapped his finger on the page. “It traces to an inactive burner. Not much to go on, but finding it in that file suggests our hunch was right. He was hunting Castile’s mole that morning.”
Brandt sighed. “This discovery is how the word on the lab investigation got out. I wondered.”
“Yeah, the commander’s got detectives down in the lab now, questioning everyone.”
“So much for keeping it low-key.”
Sloane shrugged. “Maybe they’ll learn something. I can’t see any of our techs as a professional hit man, but we might get Castile for tampering with evidence.”
After Sloane left, Brandt read over Wernier’s page of notes. Most of it focused on a case with missing footprint evidence and included a list of potential witnesses and their phone numbers. Two names had been scratched out, including the one next to the relevant phone number. Could mean Wernier was through with them, but since he’d retained the phone number, it was more likely he’d decided to keep the one confidential.
Brandt peered closely at the redacted name—even used a magnifier—but couldn’t come up with more than a possible final s. He called Sloane.
“Where’s the original page? We might be able to recover a name to go with the phone number.”
“Oh, I forgot to tell you. His entire file’s a photocopy. We’ve tried to lift the name without any success.”
“Was he in the habit of keeping files at home?”
“Nope. And his wife already looked.”
Brandt tapped his finger on the page. “So when was the substitution made? Did Wernier hide the original? Or did someone take it? And why leave a copy?”
“All good questions. If you come up with any answers, I’d love to hear them. We’ve reported the irregularity, in case it’s linked to the lab problem.”
Brandt swore softly. “If the thief recovers the name of this informant, he’d be a marked man. We need to find him first.”
“As I said, we’re open to suggestions.”
He disconnected, tapped on a familiar number, and waited for Maggie to answer. He’d left her still in bed that morning, looking warm and sleepy…and tempting. She hadn’t slept well, and the dark circles under her eyes had nearly undone him. He’d limited his rush of protectiveness to suggesting she stay home today, but she’d been noncommittal. He had no illusion she’d take his advice unless it fit her own plans. Playing it safe just wasn’t in her DNA.
“Hey, I was just going to call you,” she said, sounding a good deal more awake now. “How’s the PD this morning? Anything new?”
“Buzzing. They’ve heard about the lab problem, and IA was here to return my Beretta.”
“No hassle?”
“None. In fact, his only comment was ‘too bad it wasn’t the sniper.’“
“Is that confirmed?” Her voice held an underlying disappointment.
“Pretty much. They’re still turning over every rock, but I doubt they’ll make the connection. Sloane stopped by.” He told her about the file entry.
“Isn’t much to go on. What about re-interviewing the witnesses? Maybe they’d know who else he talked to.” She sounded distracted, as if her mind was only half on their conversation.
“It’s already been done. As I said, every rock. They’re going off in all directions, hoping to sweep up something.” He frowned at the phone. Was she shuffling papers? “Am I boring you? What are you doing?”
“Oh, sorry. I’m going through files. That’s why I was going to call you.”
“What files? Where are you?”
“My apartment.”
“Maggie—”
“Just listen. I got to thinking about the cases with missing evidence, including Otley. You’d concluded the bullet/casing never made it to the lab, but we hadn’t compared all the Otley techs there with those at other compromised crime scenes. I’ve done that now.”
Brandt stifled a sigh. He might have known she’d go straight to the most obvious place for anyone to locate her. “And what did you find?”
“Not one tech was present at every scene. We’re looking at the wrong people. It can’t be a tech. Unless several are involved.”
He stiffened and lowered his voice. “Not likely. Have you checked others on the scene? Patrol officers, detectives?”
“I’m checking that now. No strong correlation so far. Lots of overlaps. Coridan and I were at a couple scenes, so were three or four other teams. A few patrol cars took the initial call or handled traffic more than once but not regularly. A lot of people were involved.”
“The files won’t show everything. Officers stop by all the time offering help, and nobody records it.”
“Sure, but would the same person go unnoticed that many times? How could he or she be sure they’d get ahold of the critical evidence?”
Brandt raked a hand through his hair and dropped his voice another notch. “I don’t know, Maggie. But I’ll be there in a few minutes to help with those files. This is beginning to stink like a dirty cop.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Maggie leaned on the kitchen counter and studied the lists of personnel logged into the crime scenes of the cases spread around her. If Castile had recruited someone at the PD… My, God. There were over a hundred officers at District 13 alone. And many of the street patrols overlapped with other districts, even detectives upon occasion.
Who had the time and means to investigate all these people? Who could be trusted? Could the tampering have succeeded this long without some higher-up looking the other way? She shifted her body and rested on the other foot, hearing Selena’s voice saying someone you trust. That’s just it. Did she trust anyone anymore? Could she even trust Captain Jenson? Or anyone on the squad?
Even Josh?
She whipped her head toward the rattle of a key in the lock. The door opened, and Josh walked in. He glanced at her, and his brows shot up. “Did I startle you?”
“Yes. No.” Maggie sighed and straightened. “I’m just on edge. I don’t know what to think about any of this.”
“Yeah, I was ready to leave the office because I couldn’t stand the thought Castile’s man might be watching me.” He crossed the room, his eyes unreadable, his frown deepening. “Maggie? Something wrong?”
“I just needed to see you.” If she couldn’t trust Josh, there was no one. She came around the counter and walked into his arms.
“Yeah, me too.” He held her close for a moment. “Why don’t we take all this back to my place and open a bottle of wine? I don’t like you being here. An intruder found his way in once, and we still don’t know how.”
“OK. At least you haven’t had any break-ins.”
“Not yet.” He looked down and gave her a grim smile. “If I do, I may have to hide you with Mom and Harry.”
Maggie suddenly pulled away. “Oh my god, Josh. Are they safe? We’ve been thinking lab personnel, but another cop could walk right in without being questioned.”
Brandt’s face paled. “Don’t even say that.” But he reached for his phone. “Harry, it’s Josh. Everything OK?” He listened a minute, and nodded at Maggie. “No, no problem. At least I hope not. Be extra careful. Don’t trust anyone, even a cop, especially if you haven’t seen him before.” He frowned at something Harry said. “Don’t bother Mom. Just keep the gun I gave you handy. We’ll see you shortly.”
He disconnected, shaking his head. “I may have done more harm than good with that call.”
“You gave him a gun?”
“Yeah, it seemed like a good idea at the time. I have to go and settle Harry down.”
She started gathering her files. “Not without me.”
 
 
 
By the time they reached the hospital, they’d talked and gained a little perspective. Nothing so far indicated the killer was so desperate he’d reveal himself by walking into the hospital. But Harry was very much on edge. After enduring his fidgeting and frantic eye rolls while they spoke with Carolyn, Maggie suggested coffee in the hospital cafeteria.
In his green scrubs, Harry looked like any other hospital employee taking an afternoon break, except for the lines of anxiety on his forehead. “Weren’t you telling me the shooter could be a cop?”
“It’s a possibility,” Josh admitted. “We’re trying to cover the bases, Harry. A cop would have to be pretty brazen or dumb to shoot someone in the middle of a hospital. The odds of being seen are too high.”
“So I should hope for a smart, timid hit man who plays the odds?”
“Harry.”
“Yeah, you’re right. I’m just being snarky. This sucks, Josh.”
“Which part?” Josh asked with a faint smile. “The scrubs, the meals, or the hospital’s limited cable channels?”
“The boredom,” Harry answered promptly. “But I guess that’s over. Instead I can be terrified every time the door opens.”
“Just don’t shoot your mother’s doctor.” Maggie gave him a half-serious look. “I know Josh gave you a gun. I suspect the hospital staff is in more danger than you are.”
After delivering Harry back to the private suite, they spoke to the officer on the door. “My mother is not doing well,” Josh said. “I don’t want her disturbed by anyone not currently on her visiting list. I don’t care who it is, even another cop. If he’s not on the list, he doesn’t get in. If you have any doubts, call me.”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie rubbed her tired eyes. 6:00 a.m. Except for a two-hour crash, she and Josh had been up all night, going over the files again, checking and double-checking her lists. Other names surfaced they hadn’t considered before. The Medical Examiner, Art Merriweather, had been present at every scene, including Maggie’s shooting. Someone had jumped the gun that night and notified his office when she first coded, and no one had thought to call him back. By the time he arrived, she’d been rushed to the hospital, but his brief appearance meant his name was on the list. The rescue squad had also been at every location, although it wasn’t clear from these reports which EMTs had been working. They’d marked that for further inquiry.
She reached for the phone and called Annie. They needed help, and Annie excelled at digging into computer files others couldn’t get near. Sometimes Annie’s black hat skills were a topic of contention between them, but these were desperate circumstances…and there wasn’t time to be technically correct. Questioning Arthur Merriweather without more evidence than they had would only create a big headache for the NOPD. He’d file a complaint, and Maggie and Brandt would be called on the carpet to explain themselves. An awkward session at best while everyone at the PD remained a suspect.
“But he’s the medical examiner,” Annie protested. “Don’t they make good money? Why would he work for Castile?”
“Why’s anyone work for Castile?” Maggie heard the sharpness in her voice and backed off. “I don’t know the doc’s financial status. Maybe he’s got huge gambling debts. I don’t know anything about his personal life. That’s why I need you. Right now you’re one of the few people I don’t suspect of being on his payroll.” She deliberately lightened her tone. “You’re not, are you?”
“Very funny. OK, I’ll get on it as soon as I’ve had my coffee. Anything else, since I’m up now?”
“Captain Jenson.”
Silence. “NOPD Captain Jenson? Your one and only boss?”
“That’s the guy.”
“Geez, Maggie. You’re serious about suspecting everyone.”
“Deadly. Oh, and Annie, if you have an extra moment, you might give Harry a call. He’s pretty freaked out over our latest suspicions.”
“Well now…” Annie’s voice took a flirty turn. “That task will be pure pleasure. I miss seeing him.” She sighed. “But I understand why it’s a bad idea. I’ll call you as soon as I’m finished poking around everybody’s emails, social media, and financials. If they own any off shore bank accounts, a fleet of Ferraris, or million dollar homes in Malibu, I’ll be sure to mention it. Stay safe. I don’t have time to find a new best friend.”
While Maggie waited to hear from Annie, she showered, dressed, and put on a new pot of coffee. Since his fridge held little except beer and condiments, Josh ran out for breakfast, returning with egg and bacon muffins, a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and a bag of beignets.
“Why the peanut butter?” she asked, frowning at the jar when they were almost finished eating.
“Emergency rations. Protein’s good for you. Better than this sweet stuff.” He reached over and wiped powdered sugar from her chin. “I have to check in at the PD and see if I can learn more about Wernier’s informant. I don’t know why, but that phone number’s ringing a vague bell.” He shrugged. “I can’t place it. While I’m gone, keep the doors locked. Why don’t you go back to bed for a while?”
“Don’t I wish. It’s tempting, but I want to gather info on the EMT crews. And then I’ll start on the roster at the station. There are one hundred nine cops on current active duty out of District 13 and a dozen civilians. Hopefully I can cross off some…like you.” She flashed him a quick smile. “But even with Annie’s help, that’s a lot of checking, and we might have only days or hours to identify a suspect. Five related deaths in a month, three in the last week. Castile is escalating rapidly.”
“You’re driving yourself too hard.” He stood and leaned down to kiss the tip of her nose. “I won’t be gone long.”
She watched him clip his badge to his belt and slip the Beretta into its holster. Maggie smiled as he strode out the door. A complex man. A kiss on the nose, a gun on his hip.
By nine she knew the EMTs were clear. Five different crews had responded to various crime scenes; none of them to more than three of the suspect locations. She moved their list to the unlikely pile and began working on District 13.
Her first pass through she crossed off five names: four officers hired within the last three or four months and Josh’s partner Eddie, who’d been out of state during several recent incidents. Not a good start. That left one hundred four. Oops. One hundred two. She’d forgotten to cross off her own name, still on the reserve list, and Brandt’s. She did so now. Ironic that three weeks ago he was high on her suspect list. Now, she’d rather believe herself guilty.
OK, Maggie. Stay on task. She got up and poured another cup of coffee, then called Annie. “Any luck?”
“Some. I think your captain’s OK. No extra deposits to his accounts or big expenditures. Not an extravagant lifestyle, but comfortable. I don’t see any red flags.”
“What about Merriweather?”
“I’ve just started on him, but I have turned up a few unexplained bank deposits. And he’s carrying a lot of debt. Give me another hour to see if I can explain some of it.”
Maggie pictured the Medical Examiner’s typically somber face. Not a warm, fuzzy personality. Always serious, usually in a hurry. He didn’t seem the criminal type, but, truthfully, what type was that?
“How much more are you up for?” she asked. “I have over a hundred cops to check out.”
Annie let out an audible sigh. “Hey, girlfriend, you’re becoming a slave driver. I can give you a few more hours, but I’m meeting Charlie later to break it off. I don’t want to string him along, not the way I keep thinking about Harry all the time.”
“Are you sure? You haven’t known Harry long.”
Annie laughed. “And your point would be?”
“Yeah, OK. I guess there is something about the Brandt brothers.”
Maggie hung up and placed a checkmark next to Jenson’s name, labeling it unlikely. She hesitated—and finally crossed it off entirely. No money trail, and no access to the missing evidence. If the captain had shown up at a crime scene, the officers’ reports would reflect that. Her gut feelings cleared him too. Still, she was glad Annie had checked. That left one hundred one.
She began reviewing online public information sites about the remaining officers, mostly gathering family information—marriage announcements, children’s sports or music accomplishments, relatives’ obituaries. She’d moved onto property information when Josh called to say he was following up on a lead regarding the informant.
Maggie’s throat tightened. That’s what Wernier had been doing when a sniper picked him off. “Why don’t I come with you?”
“My informant doesn’t know you. It’s best if I go alone.” He paused. “Maggie, I’ll be fine. I haven’t been targeted.”
“Yet.”
“I’ll keep it short. I promise. But I have an idea who Wernier was meeting that morning. I hope to confirm the identity and find a way to make contact.”
“Ok, but call if I can help.” Maggie bit her lip to keep from asking who and where he was going. He couldn’t tell her over the phone without the risk of compromising his source.
“Be careful, Josh.” The words they hadn’t yet said hovered on her lips, but all she added was, “Good luck.”
 
* * *
 
 
Brandt’s lips curved as he slipped his phone in his pocket. Maggie sounded tense, worried. But it was the small hesitation that caught his attention. Had she almost said she loved him? Did she mean it? Is that what he wanted? She brought a lot of complications with her. His smile broadened, and he chuckled. Who was he kidding? Hell, yes, he wanted her. When things were more settled, he intended to tell her so. Good incentive to get back to work and get the current mess straightened out.
He opened the driver’s door of his car parked outside District 13, shed his jacket and tie, and tossed them inside. Before sliding behind the wheel, he stuck his badge in his pants pocket and pulled out his shirttail to cover the Beretta. All business now, he drove toward Jackson Square.
Cafe du Monde was a very public place for such a meeting, but it was always crowded with all types of people sampling its famous beignets. Neither he nor his informant would stand out as unusual.
He spotted Tessa right away. She sat at a table on the right, and the sugar on her lips said she hadn’t waited to order.
“Hey, big guy. You need to smile more,” she said by way of greeting. Her eyes slanted saucily in a heart-shaped face. Although Tessa was a hooker, she didn’t look it. Perhaps it was her reserved, oriental upbringing, but she didn’t advertise her assets in public. She didn’t need to; there was no question a sexy woman hid under the blue T-shirt and faded jeans.
“It’s been a bad week,” he said, taking the chair across from her.
“Yeah, I heard. Sorry.” She’d lost the flirty tone.
He liked that about her. Despite the ugliness and abuse in her life—or maybe because of it—Tessa had a good heart. She genuinely cared about others.
“Appreciate that. So would his wife and two little kids. It’s why I need your help. He’d been using an informant. I found the phone number in his file.”
“Not my number,” she said, lowering her voice even further. “I only talk to you.”
“I know that, Tessa, but once you called on a different phone. Borrowed, I think, from a female friend.”
She stiffened and pursed her lips. “Even if I did, I can’t tell you anything about her. It wouldn’t be safe.”
Her. Brandt hid his eager response. So Tessa knew exactly who he meant. At least she hadn’t stone-walled him. Maybe he could make her understand.
“How about if you just listen?” He told her about Wernier going to meet someone the morning he died, and he told her why. “If Castile’s operating inside the PD, we’re all in trouble. You want him running everything in the city? You know what he’s like.”
She turned her head away, then kept her eyes lowered as she picked at a fingernail. “Sure I know. Your dead cop must have been quite a talker. Castile or one of his goons would kill my friend if he found out she’d gone near the cops.”
“He may already know—or will soon.” Her head snapped up to stare at him, her eyes wide. He told her about the missing notes. “I was half afraid he’d already found her. Have you talked with her recently?”
“I got a text last night. She’s out of town. Won’t be back until Saturday.”
“Then we have time to protect her. Will you get in touch? Warn her? And ask her to talk to me?”
She met his eyes, determination in her voice. “Oh, I’ll warn her for sure, but I’m telling her to stay away, relocate. She can’t come back to New Orleans. Ever. But…” Tessa stopped and scrunched her forehead in thought. “I’ll have her tell me the info you want. If she does—and she will—I’ll pass it to you.”
Brandt nodded. It was the best he could hope for, and he realized the chance she was taking. If her boyfriend got wind of this, he’d probably beat her to death unless Castile thought of something more painful first.
Before he left, Brandt bought two orders to go, handed one to Tessa with a wink and a hundred dollar bill inside, and took the other home for Maggie.
 
* * *
 
 
Too restless to concentrate on paperwork after Josh’s call, Maggie checked with Annie for an update on Merriweather. But her friend hadn’t found anything new online, and Maggie decided it was time for a little fieldwork. Surely she could ask Merriweather about the Otley case without raising red flags, and she’d do her assessment of him while they talked. She might even drop a hint about lab irregularity and see how he reacted. It would be better than sitting at home worrying about Josh.
She considered calling to tell him where she was going, but it was doubtful he’d pick up during a meeting with a CI. She compromised by leaving a note stuck to the computer screen and virtuously shrugged into her lightweight body armor.
Maggie parked in front of the Medical Examiner’s office, got out, and jerked her head up when a familiar voice called her name.
“Hey, Maggie, this is the last place I thought I’d see you.” Ray Coridan sauntered toward her, a smile on his face.
She forced a smile and stopped to wait for him, feeling uncomfortable that her former partner was still on the suspect list. But she hadn’t been able to clear him yet. “Likewise. Do you have a new homicide case?”
He shrugged. “Looks like a suicide, but I need to hear the doc’s verdict. Gunshot to the temple. Why are you here?”
“Just a question on an old case. Nothing important.”
His gaze sharpened. “You’re following up while on medical leave?”
Damn. Now she’d tweaked his curiosity. “I’m bored, Coridan. Captain said I could tie up some loose ends.”
“Oh. One of our cases?”
“Nope. Something the captain gave me. I really shouldn’t talk about it. I’m pretty sure it’s just a clerical error. No need to smear the officer involved.”
Her phone rang, and she glanced at the screen. Annie. She waved the phone at him with a grin. “Annie’s calling about her hot date last night. Sorry, but girl talk trumps shoptalk.”
“OK.” Coridan waved good-naturedly and entered the police annex that housed the ME’s office.
“Timely call, Annie. What do you have for me?”
“Forget Merriweather. His wife’s been really ill. Medical bills account for a lot of his debt, and the deposits are from insurance payments and the liquidation of retirement assets to cover her expenses.”
“Wow, timely in more than one way. I was just about to interview him, annoy him for no reason, and embarrass myself. Saved my skin, girlfriend.”
She drove home, hoping Josh would be there. When he wasn’t, she again resisted the temptation to call. If he didn’t answer, she’d worry even more. Another hour. If she hadn’t heard by then… Maggie brewed a new pot of coffee, returned to her lists, and waited fretfully until she heard a key in the lock and Josh strode into the room…dark and sexy as ever…and very much alive.
 
* * *
 
 
After Maggie’s enthusiastic greeting—which had caught him by surprise—Josh spent the rest of the afternoon and evening helping her work down the long list of cops. It was slow going. Most officers kept as much information as they could out of the public domain. Annie helped until she had to go to her break-up meeting with Charlie, but they’d only vetted seventeen since scratching Jenson’s name. Eighty-five still remained on the suspect list when Josh’s phone rang at eleven that night.
“Brandt, it’s me.” Tessa’s voice was a hushed whisper. “I can’t talk long. My boyfriend’s asleep, and I’m outside on the porch. I talked with R— my friend. She wasn’t there when Wernier was shot. She’d already met with him and left. But the info she had was on another cop. She gave Wernier a photo that morning, one she’d snapped on her phone when the guy met with Castile. I guess it’s blurred, but Wernier thought he could fix it or something.”
“He didn’t have a cell phone or photo on him.”
“All I know is what she said. Maybe he lost it.”
Or someone took it before the cops arrived. The autopsy had indicated Wernier was dead well before the incident was reported. Time enough for an accomplice or a street punk to have gone through Wernier’s pockets. “Does she still have a copy on her phone?”
“I don’t know. I’ll ask. But not tonight. I have to go.”
“Did she give you a description?”
“No. Just that it was a guy—” Brandt heard a man call her name in the background. An angry exchange started, and Tessa disconnected.
Josh tightened his hand on the phone. Damn. Would she be all right? Her so-called boyfriend had put her in the ER at least twice that he knew of. But Brandt knew better than to call her back. If he didn’t hear from her again within twenty-four hours, he’d put out some careful feelers…unless they got a dead body call.
He flexed his shoulders and turned to meet Maggie’s gaze. “It’s a cop. Wernier’s snitch confirmed it.” He repeated the gist of the conversation.
“I feel sick,” she said. “I didn’t want it to be a cop.”
He nodded. “Yeah, I know. Anybody else. In spite of concentrating on this list, I kept hoping.”
Maggie heaved a resigned sigh and picked up the master sheet. “Since it’s a man, we can cross off some additional names. Only three of those we already did were women.” She went down the rows, drawing a line through every female officer’s name. “That drops us to sixty-seven possibles.” She looked up at him. “But we need to grab some sleep and start fresh in the morning. I’m dead on my ass, and so are you.”
“You go on to bed. I think I’ll take a drive.”
Maggie cocked her head at him. “You’re worried about her, aren’t you? Tessa, I mean.”
“It’s the damned boyfriend, one of Castile’s guys. He’s an abuser, but she won’t leave him. I thought I’d drive down her street.”
“Is this the CI who ratted me out?”
“Does it matter?”
She got up, grabbed her gun and bag. “No. Just curious. But I’ll take that as a yes. We’ll check on her together. My car is less conspicuous.”
Tessa’s neighborhood was quiet, but lights blazed from her second-floor apartment. Not a good sign. Brandt slowed the car to a crawl, peered at the closed curtains, and rolled down his window. No shouting or screaming. No police cars. Should he risk a call?
“Isn’t that a woman walking down the street?” Maggie asked, pointing a block ahead.
“Yes, and it could be Tessa.” He sped up and pulled alongside. When Tessa turned to look at them, and he saw no visible injuries, he let out a silent breath of relief. He brought the car to a halt, and Maggie lowered her window.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
Tessa threw a nervous look back at the house before leaning down to peer in the car window. Unexpectedly, her lips held a rueful smile. “I’m fine. But Alonzo’s not so good. He’d been drinking, slapped me a couple of times. Thought I was sneaking out on him. When he grabbed my hair to belt me a good one, I hit him with a skillet.”
Brandt kept a straight face. “Do I need to call the paramedics or the coroner?”
“Oh, he ain’t hurt that bad. When I left he was sitting on the floor crying like a baby and holding his head. I’m going to my sister’s for the night. He’ll sober up by tomorrow.”
And then he’d say he was sorry, and she’d take him back. Brandt had heard it all before. Domestic calls had an unfortunate pattern. “Get in the backseat, and we’ll take you.”
Once she was inside, he introduced the women. Tessa gave them the directions and on the way the two women talked briefly. By the time they arrived at the sister’s, Maggie had given Tessa the name of a local shelter.
“He doesn’t deserve you,” Maggie said as Tessa got out.
The other woman’s face clouded. “I know. I’ll think about it.”
They watched until her sister opened the door and let her in, and then drove home. An hour after leaving their apartment, they were back and climbing into bed. Maggie was asleep by the time her head hit the pillow, and Brandt cradled an arm around her. He knew he’d sleep better now. What surprised him was Maggie had instinctively understood.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Maggie’s internal alarm clock woke her at three. For a minute or two she didn’t move, savoring the warmth of Josh’s arms. He filled her heart as much as he currently filled her life. She was afraid to think about it too much for fear it might disappear.
She finally lifted his arm enough to slip out of bed, tiptoed across the room, and grabbed her clothes in the dark. She dressed by the city lights shining in his living room window, eased the front door open, and sped down the hallway to the elevator.
Part of their assignment from Captain Jenson was to find Castile, and she only knew one person, rather entity, who could do that. She had to talk to Hurst.
She stepped outside the building and closed her eyes. “Bobby, where are you?” she whispered. “Show yourself.” She repeated the calling twice more and was deciding where to start looking for him when his ghostly, mostly-disembodied figure appeared across the street. He was losing substance every day. She lifted a hand in acknowledgement and started toward the curb.
“Maggie, what are you doing out here?”
She jumped and spun around to face Josh, hoping her guilt and chagrin didn’t show.
“Geez, you startled me.” She opened her mouth to produce some lame excuse—like she’d stepped out for fresh air—but his worried frown stopped her. She couldn’t do it. “Don’t ask what you don’t want to know, Josh. I’m sorry I woke you. I thought I’d be back before you knew I was gone. Go back to bed. I’ll be in soon.”
“That’s no answer. Are you meeting someone? Don’t you trust me?”
“It’s not that, but…he doesn’t.”
His frown deepened. “Exactly who are we talking about? Oh.”
She saw the light dawn and waited to see what he said next.
“You mean Hurst.” Josh’s gaze flitted around them. “He’s here?”
She nodded, watching his face as his eyes came back to question her. “Across the street. We need him if we’re going to find Castile.”
“That’s how you found him before, isn’t it?”
She nodded again, a little wary of his complacent attitude.
“Then go talk to him. I’ll wait here.”
Taken aback, Maggie tilted her head at him. “Really? You’re OK with this?”
“Don’t push it, Red. Just do what you need to do.”
“What did you call me?” Disbelief then annoyance flared. “The last time somebody called me that I was nine and punched him in the nose.”
He lifted a single brow. “You’d better go before your ghost friend leaves.”
Maggie shrugged. God, this was awkward. She turned and ran across the street.
“Hey, Bobby.” She kept her voice down and her back to Brandt. “I bet you’re getting tired of hanging around here, huh? I think this is about over, but I need you to find Castile one more time. I don’t need to talk with him, not yet. Just show me where he is, so we can watch him. Will you help me?”
Don’t just stand there. Damn. Selena was right. This would be much easier if he could talk.
“Well, I’ve got to go. Oh, hey, about the other night? Thanks. I owe you big time, and I promise we’re going to find your killer. Just do this one last thing.”
The shadowy figure swirled into a large ball and glided over the sidewalk away from her. She hoped that meant he’d gotten the message.
Maggie turned and slowly crossed the street. Josh opened the door for her, and they continued into the elevator.
He gave her a sideways look. “What did he say?”
“He didn’t say anything.” Maggie felt like he’d caught her naked in the street, and she kept her eyes averted. “He doesn’t talk to me.”
Josh continued to speak conversationally. “So how do you know he’ll look for Castile?”
“I don’t.” Couldn’t he just drop it?
The elevator dinged and deposited them on Josh’s floor. He waited until they were inside his apartment, then turned and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Maggie, please look at me. I know this is awkward…for both of us. You skimmed over so many details regarding this ability of yours, and I let you. But honestly, I want to understand. The only way I can is by asking questions.” A slow smile spread across his face. “You know us cops. We need to have the facts.”
“What else do you want to know?”
“Everything. What’s he look like? How do you find him or does he find you? Or is he around all the time? Like here in the apartment?”
She finally looked at him. “You really want to know that much?”
“Yes. All of it.”
“Would you believe me?” Her words hung in the air like a challenge.
He didn’t hesitate. “I already do. But you keep putting it up there as a wall between us.”
“I don’t mean too.” She grabbed his hand and turned toward the bedroom. “Come on. Let’s go back to bed. You can interrogate me until we fall asleep. But I’ll warn you right now, there’s a lot I don’t understand myself.”
Wrapped in his arms, Maggie filled in the spaces she’d left before—Hurst’s initial appearance in the black and gold hoodie he died in, his blank eyes, his lack of gestures, the crystal and sachets that helped to keep him away until called (and were in her bag next to the bed), and how Hurst’s image now was morphing rapidly.
“His lack of interaction bugged me at first, when he didn’t or couldn’t make gestures I clearly understood. Dalia says they lose the ability to interact quite quickly. But his form is now so indistinct I wouldn’t notice them anyway.” She peeped up at him. “Have I bored you yet?”
“Hardly that. If he’s fading, what do you see when you look at him? Besides the Saints’ hoodie.”
“In the beginning, he looked almost real. Now he’s more of a whitish-gray shadow, sometimes just a ball of light, and it’s like he has to force it into a more human shape. Even the colors in his clothes have faded, turning gray, losing detail. He was harder to follow the last time, because he floats through solid walls like they weren’t there.”
“How do you keep up?”
“He waits for me.”
Josh seemed surprised by that. “So he’s aware of you.”
“Oh, yeah. Very much. Dalia says it takes a lot of energy for him to break through my wards—the energy barriers from the crystals and other protection items—and he has to be highly motivated. That how I know when he shows up voluntarily he’s trying to tell me something important. But I can’t always figure out what it is.”
“Like his appearance on the PD steps,” Josh said. “He must have been telling us to look for a cop.”
“Maybe. Sometimes I still wish he could tell me, but I don’t want the voices to come back. When I heard them at first it was awful.” She shivered, and he tightened his arms. “I don’t know how Selena handles it.”
“Why can’t she block them?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it doesn’t always work that way. I guess I should learn some of this stuff, but I’m not sure I want to.” She fell silent for a moment. “There used to be other ghosts, and I’m not sure what’s happened to them. If Hurst is keeping them away, then he’s a blessing.” She closed her eyes and confessed the worst. “Selena said there will be more, and some could be stronger, able to do things he can’t.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. She didn’t exactly say. But not all of them are as nice as Hurst.”
“You’ll handle it.”
Maggie twisted around to look at him. He sounded matter of fact, but he’d said you, not we. “I’ll have to. But can you?”
He smoothed the hair back from her face. “Trying to get rid of me again? I’m here for the long haul. Now let’s get some sleep, Red.”
“Don’t call me that,” she murmured as his lips settled gently on hers.
 
* * *
 
 
Despite the interrupted night, Brandt woke Maggie at seven. “Go see if he’s out there.”
“Who?” She looked at him sleepily. “Oh, you mean Hurst?” She looked at him bemused. His eyes were as eager as a kid anticipating a long-awaited treat.
“I want to see if this really works. Come on. Get up.” He took her hand and tugged her out of bed. When she emerged from the sheets, he took an interested look at her naked body, and she grabbed one of his long-tailed shirts and slipped it on before he got other ideas. She pulled her jeans over her hips, padded barefoot across the apartment, and opened the front door.
At first she thought he wasn’t there, then a figure uncurled from a spot of light on the floor. Well, that was different. “Hurst?” she whispered.
The shadowy form grew, and she could finally make out the dim shape and colors of his hooded sweatshirt.
“Well, is he there?” Josh asked, looking over her shoulder.
“Yep.” She pointed, and Josh looked, but they both knew he wouldn’t see anything. “But he’s changed again.” She described how he looked.
“Still evolving, I guess. Does his presence mean he’s found Castile?”
“I hope so. We’ll find out as soon as I brush my teeth and slip on some shoes.” While she finished dressing and grabbed a cup of coffee, Josh disappeared into the bedroom and came out wearing jeans and a loose T-shirt. He’d left the tail hanging out, presuming covering his Beretta. “Are you coming with me?” she asked, surprised.
“Are you kidding? In the first place, I’m not letting you get anywhere near Castile without backup.” Then he grinned. “But honestly, Maggie, I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”
“You’re enjoying this way too much.” But she grinned at him, and they went out the door together.
Hurst’s ghost was still waiting, and they played a macabre game of hide and seek for almost an hour as he walked through buildings, and they scrambled to find him again. He finally stopped in front of a small gray house with a wrought-iron bench on the porch and sat down on the curb.
“I think we’re here,” Maggie said, halting a half block away so they wouldn’t be spotted. “Now what? We have a location, but we can’t tell Jenson a ghost led us here.”
“Treat it like a tip from any other confidential informant. We verify. And then call in the troops.”
What a practical response. Josh was treating this situation as if it was normal or maybe a fascinating game. She was the one who kept obsessing over the freaky parts.
“You’re exactly right.” Thinking of Hurst as an asset, another source of information, was healthier than all this useless angst. “Let’s find a better place to watch the house. If this is where he’s doing business, we shouldn’t have to wait long for some activity.”
Confirmation came quickly. Within minutes, one of Castile’s personal bodyguards drove up and went inside. Maggie snapped his photo with her phone.
“That should do it. If his personal goons are here, so is Castile.” Josh called Captain Jenson with the address, put him on speaker, and sent the photo from Maggie’s phone as verification.
“How the hell did you find him?” Jenson asked. “We have people looking all the time. Now Maggie’s found him twice.”
“A confidential informant.” Josh grinned at her. “Guy won’t testify, but he’s reliable.”
Maggie had a sudden mental image of Hurst’s ghostly form silently hovering over the witness box. Would the judge hold him in contempt for not answering questions? She almost giggled.
“Do you trust this guy?” Jenson asked. “Before I put a surveillance team on this, I want to know they won’t be ambushed and shot in the back. Are you sure your source won’t talk to Castile?”
Josh suppressed a laugh. “I absolutely guarantee it.”
 
* * *
 
 
Annie called mid-morning to report her breakup with Charlie had gone better than expected—he’d agreed they weren’t right for each other, and she was ready to help with the remaining names. The three of them worked on the list together, conferring frequently by phone or text. Around one o’clock, Maggie stretched, ready to suggest a walk, but Josh disappeared into the bedroom before she could say anything. She thought she heard him on the phone, and when he returned, she couldn’t read his mood. Pensive, maybe.
“How about a break?” he said. “We can visit with Mom and Harry. He’s calling Annie to come too.”
So he’d been talking with Harry. “Is your Mom worse?”
A shadow crossed his face. “About the same. Maybe we can cheer her up, and then the rest of us can talk.”
Talk about what? His tone made it sound as if this wasn’t a casual visit. But he evaded her questions until they pulled into the hospital parking lot. Instead of getting out, he shifted in his seat to look at her.
“I owe you an apology, Maggie.” His steady eyes met hers. “I’ve demanded you tell me everything, while keeping my own secrets hidden and expecting you to accept me on faith. It wasn’t fair. And it’s past time you heard it all. Harry agreed, and he wanted Annie to know too.”
“But Josh, why now?”
He shrugged. “It seemed the right time. We’ve gotten into something big. Dangerous, and unpredictable. Whatever happens, I wanted you to know the truth.”
She reached out and took his hand. “I admit I’m curious. But I think I’ve put most of it together, and I know you now. It doesn’t matter what happened in the past. I no longer need to hear it.”
“Which is exactly why I want to tell you. Shall we go in?”
 
 
 
Carolyn Brandt was noticeably weaker today but happy to see them. After chatting with her a few minutes, Maggie joined Annie and Harry, talking quietly near the window, and left Josh with a few minutes alone. He held his mother’s hand until she dozed off. The four of them silently moved to Harry’s room next door.
“She sleeps a lot of the time now,” Harry said. “They keep increasing the medication to control her symptoms.”
“I’m so sorry,” Maggie said.
“It’s not unexpected.” Josh squeezed her hand before turning to Annie. “Thanks for all the help you’re giving us on this background stuff. I won’t ask how you’re accessing the financials.”
“Probably wise. It’s bad enough that one cop knows,” she said sliding her gaze to Maggie.
“Who me? I don’t know a thing. But he’s right, we’d be nowhere without you.”
“What exactly are you doing?” Harry asked.
They spent a few minutes updating him on the current status of the investigation, including finding Castile.
“Who’s this Hurst guy?” Harry asked.
“A very unusual informant,” Josh said with a grin. “It’s a long story.”
“Yeah, it is.” Maggie shrugged. “One of you can tell him later. I don’t care. Thanks to Josh, I’m getting a handle on this.”
Harry looked a trifle confused. “Now you have me curious, but I have something to tell first.” He looked at Annie. “It’s how I got into this mess…and dragged Josh in with me. I used to work for a crime boss in Boston.”
Annie’s brows shot up.
“For God’s sake, Harry. A little background would help,” Josh interjected.
Harry frowned. “No excuses, bro.”
“Perspective,” he corrected. “OK, I’ll do it. Our dad was a cop. He was killed in the line of duty when I was ten, Harry was six. Something like that can make a kid angry, and Harry grew up pretty wild.”
“The wild part’s true,” Harry said, taking over the story. “I ran with a gang on the fringes but no serious trouble. I somehow kept my grades good enough to get through college, then started vet school, but I’d just found a higher class group of wild friends, mostly through my college frat group. We started gambling. Poker games in the dorm, then the casinos, and finally we moved into sports betting. I still managed not to get in too deep until I needed money and went for the bigger payoffs.”
“He thought mother needed money for her treatments,” Josh said. “But I had most of it covered through my insurance.”
Harry shook his head. “You were paying the rest yourself. I wanted to help, but instead I ended up owing over three hundred thousand to Big Mike’s syndicate.”
“Oh, Harry,” Annie gripped his hand. “How did you let it get to be so much?”
“It wasn’t hard.” He gave her a grim look. “It only took a couple of really bad bets. Anyway, I couldn’t cover my losses.”
“And he didn’t confide in me,” Josh said.
Harry sighed as if he’d heard the full lecture before and went on. “When one of Big Mike’s enforcers threatened to break my fingers or legs, I hid out with my so-called friends, but someone ratted me out. When he found me, I was given the alternative to do a couple of risky runs into the prison system, and they’d wipe out my debt. I eventually agreed.”
“What kind of runs?” Maggie asked, but she already knew the answer.
“Drugs. Mostly heroin.”
Annie put a silent hand over her mouth.
“Whoa, back up,” Josh interrupted, frowning at Harry. “They didn’t just threaten you, they threatened mother. It doesn’t make it right, but easier to understand how you made such a dumb mistake.”
“Would you stop interrupting and let me tell this my way?” Harry threw his brother an exasperated look.
“Then tell it all.”
“I’m trying.” Harry turned toward the women, his voice brisk, determined. “The truth is I ran into Josh on the way to a drop-off with a backpack full of heroin, the cops had gotten wind of the transfer. When they showed up, he claimed the backpack was his.”
“I understand protecting your brother,” Annie said, then turned her gaze to Harry. “But why did you let him?”
“I tried—”
“I told him to keep his mouth shut,” Josh said curtly.
The rest of the story came out slowly—Harry’s past possession of marijuana convictions that would have enhanced the new charges enough to put him behind bars while their mother was dying, the deal with the DA that eventually got Josh’s charges dropped in return for Harry’s secret testimony. Big Mike and his enforcer were both indicted on drug charges; Harry went into witness protection. The trial was still pending for December 28.
“I couldn’t let WP keep me away from Mom. Not after we’d both gone to such lengths to avoid a separation during her illness. So I dropped out of the program, and here we are.”
Maggie turned to Josh. “I don’t understand why you lost your job.”
“It took four months to work out a deal with the DA. My bridges were burned by then.”
Yeah, a cop had to have the confidence of the rest of his squad, but why didn’t he just explain? Surely he could have reestablished his reputation.
“He wasn’t fired,” Harry said. “His supervisors know the truth, but he quit—without telling me—rather than let the PD announce he’d been cleared.” He quirked his mouth. “Protecting me again, hoping Big Mike wouldn’t learn the name of the secret witness until the trial was over, but it leaked anyway.”
Josh shrugged it off. “I couldn’t go back.”
“I’m glad you told me,” Annie said, squeezing Harry’s hand. “A lot of things make sense now. And you have a rather marvelous big brother.”
“Yeah, I do.”
“OK. I think that about does it.” Josh stood abruptly. “Maggie, you ready? We still have a lot of work to do. We’ll see you guys later.”
Not surprised by his discomfort, she followed him out, catching up to slip her hand in his. Harry’s story hadn’t been unexpected, except for the extent of Josh’s sacrifice. For a cop to allow a blow like that to his reputation was an incredibly selfless act, a career ender. But she’d seen the look in Harry’s eyes. He knew what it had cost and what he owed.
“I know you don’t want to hear it,” she said softly. “But you’re something else, Detective Brandt.”
He threw her a brief smile, and they both let the subject drop.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
Their tension grew with every passing hour. Each black line through a name brought Maggie and Josh closer to identifying the District 13 mole. When that happened, the dominos would start to fall.
By seven o’clock that evening, Maggie developed an uneasy knot in her stomach, then a tightness in her throat. They continued to cross off names and compare lists, but one name stayed…and it stood out from the others.
At eight-thirty Josh received the anticipated photo from Tessa, and Maggie’s heart sank. Thirty minutes later, Annie found the suspect’s hidden financial accounts. Maggie and Josh double-checked the name against every crime scene with missing evidence and his known whereabouts on the dates of the Hurst and Pardson murders. There were a few gaps, things unknown. The evidence wasn’t foolproof, but it was pretty damning.
Josh finally circled the name with a black marker. Ray Coridan. Maggie’s former partner had vaulted to the top spot on the suspect list.
She’d seen it coming for the past two hours as they steadily tied his name to the crime scenes with missing evidence, but it still stunned her. She slumped back in the kitchen chair and shook her head in disbelief. “Why would he work for Castile? Why didn’t I know?” Her eyes locked with Josh’s. “He must have known about the attempt to kill me. Maybe even helped plan it.”
“We can’t be sure yet.” Josh held out his hand, his expression shaded with concern.
“You can’t make this easier for me, Josh.” She snatched the printout of the photo and shook it. “There’s no doubt about this. It’s a little blurry, but I’d recognize him anywhere. He was my partner, dammit. And why would an innocent cop have hidden bank accounts?” She threw it back on the table. “I thought we got along. I didn’t let him get too close because he kept asking me out, but I suppose that was just part of his cover. Geez, this stinks big time.” She pushed out of her chair and went to the fridge for a beer.
He followed her and pulled her back against his chest. “Don’t make it personal. He’s a professional killer. They don’t think like the rest of us do.”
“If he wanted me dead, why didn’t he finish the job? He’s been in my apartment. We’ve been alone dozens of times. I suppose he was the intruder who put the bullet in my fridge. So, why did he run away?” She turned in his arms. “Oh, God, Josh. Do you think he killed Wernier?”
“I don’t know, Maggie. We’ll ask the bastard all of that and more when we catch him.”
“Do we have proof enough to get him?”
“Maybe not for court—especially since Annie’s financial stuff isn’t legal—but enough to approach the captain.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Then let’s put together a plan to catch him.” She glanced at the time on her laptop screen. “It’s going to be ten o’clock soon. Maybe we should give Jenson a heads up before he goes to bed. If we hope to keep this under wraps a little longer, talking away from the office is the only way Coridan won’t suspect.”
They gathered the pertinent notes and had Captain Jenson on speakerphone two minutes later. They went over the information they’d gathered, and Josh emailed him the photo from his informant. Jenson heard them out in silence, took a look at the picture, and swore in words Maggie hadn’t heard him use before.
“It’s him all right,” Jenson said. “But we can’t use the financials against him?”
“Definitely inadmissible,” she admitted. “We’d need a warrant to get them.”
“We don’t have enough to approach a judge,” he said reluctantly. “This bites, Maggie. Right under our noses. If he’s a professional cleaner for Castile, how many has he killed we don’t know about?” Since the captain was mostly talking to himself, coming to terms with the concept he had a dirty cop in the precinct, neither of them said anything. “Have you figured out a way to prove this to the DA?”
“We’re working on it,” Josh said.
“When you do, come see me. If it’s not till morning, I want Brandt to come in alone. If York shows up again, it’ll raise too much suspicion. Coridan’s no dummy.”
“He already asked me about my Sunday morning visit.”
“Did he now?” The captain seemed bothered by that. “That means he’s keeping an eye on one or both of us. I don’t like it. Probably you, after you stirred up Castile. So, be careful. I know you’ve heard that before, but he’s already killed three or four people…that we know of. That gives him a lot of motive to keep you quiet.”
 
 
 
As Maggie and Josh went back over the events of the last few weeks and months, multiple questions were answered by Coridan’s culpability. Maggie had reserved a tiny doubt in the back of her mind, but it gradually faded. There were things they might never understand—like the intrusion at her apartment—but they could make educated guesses on others. The bullet from the Otley scene, for example, must have vanished into Coridan’s pocket and ended up somewhere like the bottom of the Mississippi River.
Maggie pushed back her chair. She needed to stretch her legs, and there might be another piece they could fit into the puzzle. “Josh, let’s go for a drive.”
It took a couple of sweeps of the streets near Coridan’s apartment, but they found the black Tahoe. While Josh kept watch, Maggie crouched behind the vehicle and scraped a paint sample into an evidence bag. “Gotcha, partner.”
“Guess it’s a good thing I filed that hit and run report for you. By the book, Red.”
“Look who’s talking.” She straightened and handed him the sample bag. “Your evidence, detective.”
At five o’clock that morning, Maggie looked across the kitchen table at Josh and shrugged. “He’s guilty as hell, but there’s only one way to get him. We have to set a trap.”
 
 
 
After an early call to Jenson and gaining his approval, Maggie strolled into District 13 shortly after roll call that morning carrying a stack of files. Junk files, but no one would know that; they looked real enough. She gave a brief wave to several colleagues, and when one of them asked if she was coming back soon, she said, “I sure hope so.” But her stride and attitude exuded confidence. When Coridan attempted to catch her eye, she looked away and disappeared into Jenson’s office.
Maggie set the files on his desk and sank into a visitor’s chair across from him. “That should get the rumor mill going.”
“When this is over, don’t forget to get that psych test. I can’t do this for real without a clean bill of health.”
“You’ll have it. I’m OK, Captain.”
He nodded. “You still have to prove it to the shrinks. Where’s Brandt?”
“Sleeping. It was a short night. I’ll catch a few hours later, so we’ll both be ready for tonight. I don’t expect any action till then.”
“I wish I could put a tail on Coridan.” He gestured sharply when she started to protest. “Oh, I won’t. He’d spot it in a minute, but I’m not happy with you two going it alone.”
“We won’t be alone all the time. And look at it this way, Captain. If we get killed, at least you’ll know who did it.”
His brows lowered, and he shot her a direct look. “Keep talking like that, and you’ll fail a psych test.”
“Sorry. It was a feeble stab at a joke.” She looked at the clock on his desk and rose. “Ten minutes is about right, don’t you think? Shall we give them something more to think about?”
She opened the door, and for thirty long seconds she and the captain stood in the doorway and grimly scanned the squad room. Several officers glanced their way, a couple more than once. Maggie finally turned, nodded at Jenson, and started for the door. Coridan got up from his desk as if to cut her off, but she ignored him and quickly left.
Outside the building, Maggie smiled to herself. The SOB had to be wondering what that was about. And in a few minutes the lab manager, Cory Devane, would be called to the captain’s office. Cory had already been clued in and agreed to spread the word Maggie was working off the books on a special investigation. A visit from Internal Affairs shortly afterward should raise the hairs on Coridan’s neck.
When she arrived at Josh’s apartment, she drank half a pot of coffee, fighting to stay awake until the right moment to wave another red flag. At eleven, the captain was gathering the squad to make an announcement regarding new procedures on evidence tagging. At precisely eleven oh one, she called Coridan’s number. Since no one was allowed to take phone calls when the captain was speaking, the call went to messaging.
“This is Maggie. Do you recall who handled the evidence on the Otley case? I think we have a problem.” With any luck, he’d try to make it go away by coming after her.
 
 
 
Maggie woke at four-thirty that afternoon. Coridan had called her phone while she was sleeping, but Josh had let it go unanswered.
“I didn’t want to alert him we were together. This only works if he thinks you’re vulnerable.”
She nodded and checked to see if he’d left a message. He hadn’t. “He’ll call back. We have his attention.”
They waited, staying away from the windows. He might not know where they were, but there was no sense in taking chances. Their best hope of catching him was to force a meeting out in the open…where they could call in backup.
Coridan’s second call came at five-thirty. Maggie answered this time.
“What’s going on, York? Why the questions about Otley?”
“I can’t discuss it. Not even with you. But about Otley…did you collect any evidence yourself? What about under the trash bin? I’m nearly positive I saw a bullet.”
He let out an audible breath. “Hell, Maggie, we went over this. There was no bullet.”
“I’m not so sure.” She let the doubt hang in the air.
“Well, I’m sure.” Annoyance crept into his voice. “But there’s more going on, isn’t there? Why’d you avoid me this morning?”
“I didn’t, but I couldn’t stay and talk either. The captain was watching.”
“Watching for what? What have you gotten into? Maybe I can help. Why don’t we meet where we can talk more freely?”
“I don’t know. This is big, Ray. If Jenson found out I told you…” She forced herself to sound reluctant, letting Coridan push the idea of a meeting.
“Who’s going to tell him?”
“Well…I could use the help. I miss tossing ideas around with you. And, well, I owe you a heads-up.”
There was a pause after her last comment. “Uh, great. Shall we say eight o’clock? How about the riverwalk near Jackson Square?”
“OK. I can do that. But don’t mention it to anyone.”
“No problem. See you then.”
Maggie gave a derisive snort after she disconnected. “You bet, creep.” She looked at Josh. “I’ve got a date with a killer tonight.”
 
* * *
 
 
By seven o’clock a three-man sniper unit was in place, covering the Mississippi River bank near Jackson Square, and four unmarked cars waited less than a block away. At seven-thirty Maggie and Josh left his apartment building through the backdoor, took his truck, and parked near Cafe du Monde.
Her pulse sped up the instant she stepped out of the cab. The dark, nearly moonless night prevented her from seeing them, but at least three snipers had their sights trained on the area. This could be a critical moment if Coridan was a fourth. A night scope would make this an easy shot. She was counting on him wanting to know how much the PD knew or suspected. But killers were unpredictable.
She watched for a telltale laser beam, but it didn’t always happen that way, except in movies. A fatal shot could come without warning. Her palms grew sweaty. She momentarily flashed back to another dark night…in a courtyard…
Maggie shut down those thoughts, took a deep breath, and walked toward the path along the water. Brandt went with her until they neared the riverbank. He wore a wire in one ear to communicate with the backup teams and already held his Beretta at his side. He stopped, and she walked on alone, emerging onto the open riverwalk.
She turned to the left, following the path, and stopped about twenty-five yards away to wait. Her phone read 7:56. She looked back the direction she’d come, but Josh had faded into the background. The only people in sight were a couple walking a golden retriever. She scanned the area, watching for movement, listening for footsteps. All she heard was the lapping of water against the stones below her path.
She checked her phone screen again. 8:05. He was taking his time.
A flash of light over the water caught her attention. Her shoulders tightened. A reflection from something? A rifle? Then the spot grew and morphed into something vaguely resembling Hurst’s figure. He glided onto the shoreline and moved toward her. His image flared—in, out, in, out—much as he’d done the night of her apartment intruder. Was he warning her Coridan was coming? She turned to take another look.
When the ghostly form rushed toward her, Maggie dodged away, fearing another jolt of that searing cold. Hurst slowed abruptly but swirled around her twice before breaking away and darting toward the city streets. When she continued to stand there, he came back and turned again, his swift movements leaving jagged, scattered wisps. What was he trying to tell her? Something was wrong…and Coridan was late.
Or Coridan had fooled them, and she wasn’t his target.
Oh my God. Josh. Selena had warned her. Your actions will place another in danger. She took off running toward his last known position. Hurst’s ghost shot past her. She frantically searched for Josh’s familiar figure among the buildings and trees or for a body on the path.
Then Josh stepped out of the shadows and caught her. “What’s wrong? What happened out there?”
She gripped his arms, mentally regrouping. “It’s Hurst. He’s acting like he’s warning me, and I recalled what Selena said about putting someone else in danger. I thought it was you. But if Coridan didn’t lure me here to kill one of us, then who? Where didn’t he want us to be?”
They looked at one another and said the name together. “Harry.”
As they leaped into Josh’s truck, he touched his earwig and responded to a question from the SWAT team. “Change of plans,” he said into his mic. “We’re headed for the hospital. We think he’s after my brother.”
He gave them the name and location, responded to another inquiry, and finally ripped the earwig off. “They ask too many questions I can’t answer.” He threw the equipment on the backseat. “We just had a fatal malfunction.”
While Josh zigzagged across town, muttering a steady stream of invectives and orders toward other drivers, Maggie clutched the seat. She kept a close eye on Hurst’s shadowy form to confirm they were on the right track, but he continued to streak toward the hospital. Coridan must have figured it out, heard about the snipers, or the backup team. But why go after Harry? Anger, revenge against her or Josh? Did he need the hit money to get out of town? Hell, it didn’t matter. She’d find out when they caught him.
When the hospital came into view, the truck screeched to a halt. Josh leaped out and ran for the front door. Hurst’s ball of light dropped in front of Maggie, flashing a brilliant white, and flowed toward the corner of the building.
“I’m following Hurst,” she yelled just before Josh disappeared inside.
With her SIG already in her hand, she followed the white light, found a back door open, and slipped inside. She was in a silent, empty stairwell. Shifting her gun into a two-handed firing position, she started up the stairs toward Carolyn Brandt’s room on the third floor, stepping quietly and staying close to the wall. She watched and listened for movement but reached the midpoint to the second level without incident.
A muffled volley of gunshots came from somewhere above her. Oh, God. Were they too late? She sprang up the stairs.
A door banged open. Footsteps clattered. She and Coridan spotted each other at the same moment. Maggie fired and flattened against the wall. A bullet whizzed past her. Coridan’s heavy footsteps swiftly retreated upward.
A mixture of rage and fear for Harry drove her up the stairs two at a time. Two leaps from the third floor, she halted as Josh burst into the stairwell.
“He’s up there.” She jerked her head toward the upper floors.
She took a second glance at Josh, attempting to read what had happened to Harry, but his eyes were hooded, intent on the hunt. Unreadable. She’d leave it for later.
Coridan’s footsteps abruptly stopped. A deadly silence hung over the stairwell. Either Coridan was waiting—listening as intently as they were—or he had slipped onto one of the upper levels. There were twelve in all with an extra cutback landing between each floor. Nine floors to go. Slow going to clear each one.
Josh motioned for her to take the other side of the stairs, and they started up, pausing at each landing to check if the next flight was clear. Level four brought a welcome surprise. The stairwell doors locked automatically. Coridan couldn’t get back inside. Which meant he was headed for the roof. Or couched on one of the landings.
They moved as quickly as they dared. Shots were fired just short of level seven, chipping the wall a few inches from Maggie’s head. She and Josh both returned fire, and then the stairwell grew quiet again. Maggie thought she heard quiet movement, but the metal and concrete stairwell didn’t produce squeaks like wood structures might. After a moment, they moved upward again.
Just short of level ten, Maggie spotted Coridan again. She fired at his disappearing figure but was forced to retreat to the last landing when he peppered them with return fire. The repeated gunfire raised a deafening echo in the stairwell. Where the hell was their backup?
Coridan finally broke the standoff—probably to reload—and his steps pounded rapidly upward. He was making a run for the roof, and Josh raced after him. Maggie paused just long enough to slip in a new magazine. She’d brought two spares for her SIG and had already used one. Coridan probably had about the same. He wouldn’t have come prepared for extended resistance.
This couldn’t go on indefinitely. And unless he had a helicopter waiting or planned to jump off the building, Coridan was headed nowhere.
By the time she and Josh neared the top, she finally heard a loud noise from below. The SWAT team was on the way up. Maggie leaped up the last few steps. She had a much different ending in mind than a bloody takedown.
Josh pointed to the steps on the last flight. Splatters of blood. One of them had winged Coridan in the last exchange. When Josh opened the door to the roof, he jumped backward as Coridan sprayed the entrance with bullets. Maggie eased forward and cracked it open again, staying well off to the side.
“Coridan, you’re stuck up here. And SWAT is climbing the stairs right behind me. This isn’t going to end well for you, unless we come up with an alternative.” When he didn’t respond, she tried again. “Ray, are you listening?”
“You got a suggestion, York?”
“There are people we want more than you. Might be some room for accommodation.”
“You kidding me?” His laugh was harsh. “Come on, Maggie, get real. There’s no deals for a dirty cop. You willing to overlook my transgressions and let me go? Anything else is a death sentence for a cop in prison.”
Maggie’s temper flared. “On a cold day in hell. Whether it’s old age or lethal injection, you’re going to die in prison.” Josh touched her shoulder, and she caught herself. “But I want Castile. Enough to argue for some concessions. A protected wing in a federal prison would be a good deal for you.”
Josh moved to the head of the stairs to talk with the arriving SWAT team. It sounded like they were arguing, and she heard the commander say, “That’s a dirty cop out there. Maybe a cop killer.”
“Think about it, Coridan, while I try to keep SWAT from filling you full of holes.” Maggie turned and smiled grimly at the SWAT leader. “Doesn’t hurt to remind him what you guys can do.”
“What’s the situation?” the commander asked curtly.
“He’s alone. I suspect he’s running out of ammo. He’s a cold-blooded killer, but he’s also practical, and he’s talking. I think he’ll take a deal, and he’s holding a lot of information on Bullet Castile that we desperately need.”
“You sure you’re not being easy on a former partner?”
Maggie clenched her jaw. She wanted to punch his face, but it was a fair question. She bit off her words. “I’d be tempted to shoot him myself, if we didn’t need him to bring down an even bigger fish.”
The commander crossed his arms. “We’ll wait, but I’m sending snipers into the surrounding buildings. We’ll be ready to end this if anything changes or whenever you’ve had enough.”
She nodded and returned to the door. “Hey, Coridan, don’t you bleed out on me. You made up your mind yet? SWAT wants to shoot you.”
“Nothing but a scratch, Maggie. But I’m touched by your concern. What kind of guarantees do I get?”
“Not a one. Except my promise I’ll try to deliver if you help us nail Castile.” She didn’t expect him to go for vague promises, but she had to open negotiations with plenty of room to spare.
While Coridan haggled over details—Geez, you would have thought he was a lawyer—and Maggie relayed demands back and forth on the phone between the DA’s office and her former partner on the roof, she spotted a ball of swirling shadows hovering near the hospital’s rooftop helipad. What was Hurst waiting for? Did he need to see the capture or hear a confession?
“Hey, Coridan, as an act of good faith, showing your willingness to cooperate, tell me why you shot Hurst and his girl.”
“Oh, no, Maggie. I can’t admit to anything, not until the DA’s signature is on the line. But I’ll say this—I never did anything I wasn’t paid for. If I had to guess what happened that night, I’d say Hurst knew more than he should, and the girl was just there.”
“Geez, Coridan. That’s cold.” Not a very satisfying answer, but hopefully Hurst had heard what he needed to hear.
It took another half hour of negotiating, and two more calls to the District Attorney’s Office, but Coridan finally kicked both his guns across to her and lay spread-eagled on the concrete surface. SWAT swarmed onto the roof and secured him. One pistol was empty, the other held one last bullet. Coincidence or insurance?
As SWAT headed down the stairs with Coridan in custody, Maggie finally asked Josh about Harry.
His grim expression widened into a grin. “He’s fine. All the gunfire you heard came from him. As I ran past the front desk, I had them buzz him. He woke, saw Coridan slip through a connecting door, and didn’t hesitate.” Josh shook his head. “Of course, every shot missed by a mile, and we were lucky no one else was injured, but in the poor lighting Coridan must have thought he’d walked into a trap. I’d like to stop and reassure Mom and Harry before we head to the station. SWAT will walk Coridan through booking for us.”
“I’ll join you in a minute. I have something else I need to do.” She gestured vaguely toward the roof exit. Josh lifted a brow as she moved toward the door. “Someone’s still hanging around that I need to, um, thank or maybe, say good-bye.”
Josh hesitated, then nodded. “Extend my thanks too.” He descended the stairs.
Maggie stepped outside. As she’d expected, the ghostly form hovered on the roof, floating, no longer distinct.
She scuffled a foot on the rough surface. “I guess this is it, Bobby. With your help, Josh’s brother is safe and your killer’s in custody. I guess you heard his excuse for killing you. Sorry, it was so lame.” She paused, searching for the right words. “I can’t say I’m thrilled with this new ability, but if I have to deal with ghosts, I’m glad you were the fist.” Aw, hell, this was awkward. “Thanks. You taught me a lot. And you really aren’t a bad guy.”
The ghostly light brightened for a moment, then faded to nothing. Maggie left without looking back.
 
* * *
 
 
Over an hour later, Captain Jenson, Josh, and Maggie stood in the observation room of District 13 and watched Coridan sitting in Interrogation on the other side of the one-way mirror. He was in handcuffs, an officer stood next to the door, but he seemed perfectly at ease. His left arm was bandaged where he’d caught a bullet just above the elbow. He’d lost blood but not enough to require hospitalization. He’d probably live a long life inside some federal penitentiary.
Maggie felt a twinge of regret. Not for Coridan or what had happened to him…but for the better man she had thought he was.
“Cool SOB, isn’t he?” Jenson growled.
“Well, is somebody going in there and wrap this up?” Maggie asked.
“Sorry, but it can’t be you.” The captain eyed her as if she might protest. “You’re not on active status. We have to do this one by the book. Detective Brandt, it’s your show.”
Maggie shrugged as Josh left the room. Interrogating Coridan would have been a pleasure, but she’d prepared herself for Jenson’s decision. Coridan’s testimony was too important. The captain couldn’t risk opening loopholes that would allow the courts to find his confessions inadmissible. The sound of a door opening over the sound system brought her attention back to the mirror.
The prisoner looked up as Josh entered. “Where’s Maggie?”
Josh pulled up a chair, flipped the recorder switch, and introduced himself and the suspect. “You’ve been read your rights, Detective Coridan?”
“Twice. You can spare me a third recitation. The DA was already in to hammer out a deal. I’m willing to tell you anything I know.” He threw a questioning look toward the mirror. “Is Maggie in there? I want her to know it was never personal.”
“I’m sure she’ll be delighted to hear that,” Josh said, without blinking. “Let’s start with your employer’s name.”
Coridan frowned and craned his neck toward the one-way window again. “I really need her to understand. Maggie? Maggie, are you in there? The swamp, the intrusion at your apartment. I only meant to scare you. Just get you to back off. I couldn’t risk having you learn the truth, but I never wanted it to come down to you or me. I went out of my way to avoid it.” He looked back at Josh. “Can she hear me?”
Josh shrugged. “Does it matter? I doubt if she believes you. You weren’t trying to scare her, not if you know her very well. You tried to smear her. Keep her off the force. Hoping anything she might say would be discounted. And while you may not have shot her, you stood by while others tried. Why did Castile target her?”
Maggie stiffened. Hearing someone talk about killing her was eerie. She sensed Captain Jenson glance her way, but she kept her eyes straightforward. She’d rather have this part of the interrogation over, but she held her breath waiting for the answer.
Coridan sighed. “One of my few mistakes. If she hadn’t seen that damned bullet at the Otley scene, things would have been different. But she did, and I knew it would match my gun. I had to dispose of it. And I told Castile she’d eventually figure it out.”
But I might not, Maggie thought. Not if you and Castile hadn’t tried so hard to cover it up.
“So why didn’t you take the contract yourself?”
“Castile didn’t offer it to me. He thought killing a cop was too risky, that I might be exposed. I wasn’t considered expendable. He offered a very good price to Pardson instead.”
Josh’s smile was harsh. “So you weren’t protecting your partner. You simply don’t kill if you aren’t being paid.”
Despite the grim reality, Maggie nearly laughed. Thanks, Josh, for calling him on it.
Coridan wasn’t amused. He bristled, his jaw hardened. “You just don’t understand. I did her a favor.” But he didn’t look at the mirror again.
“If you’re through trying to convince us what a nice guy you are, let’s get back to who paid the bills.”
Regaining his composure, Coridan leaned back and a twinge of humor flickered across his face. “Other than the PD, I assume. Paul Castile. I’ve worked for him on special assignments for about nine years.”
“What kind of special assignments?”
“A variety. Mostly removal of troublesome people and evidence that needed to disappear.”
“You killed people for him,” Josh said bluntly.
Coridan’s expression never changed. “That’s right. Eight, I believe. And well paid for each.”
Hearing his cold, emotionless admission, Maggie shifted her shoulders. It was hard to believe this was the same man who’d sifted through case details and had her back on more than one occasion. Yet none of that was inconsistent with being a hired assassin.
Josh looked at him from under his brows. “What about Harry Brandt? Would he have been number nine?”
“Different employer. That’s an out-of-state contract.”
“Big Mike, you mean. And you picked it up after Frankie Gordon failed?”
Coridan scowled, looking offended. “Get serious. Nobody’d give a hit to a dumb punk like Frankie. He was running his own game, trying to impress the boss and move up in the organization. It wasn’t approved by Bullet. He’d been sitting on the request a couple of months because he didn’t want Big Mike thinking he had any influence over events in New Orleans. I asked Castile for the contract today because of the big money involved.”
Maggie noticed Josh’s shoulders stiffen. “Go on. Tell me about it.”
A faint smile touched Coridan’s lips as if he enjoyed Josh’s reaction. “I guess Big Mike holds a grudge. Said your brother had weaseled on him, and he offered a half mil to the man who could provide proof of death. I figured that would make a nice addition to my retirement fund since I’d be leaving New Orleans soon.” His eyes slid toward the mirror for an instant, then returned. “I knew Maggie was close to the truth, but I miscalculated how close. I set up the meeting to keep her occupied elsewhere, giving me time to complete my last job and get out of town.”
“You should have known better. But let’s get back to the other eight targets.”
“All ordered and paid for by Castile.”
“Names and dates.”
While Coridan recited the list, Maggie sighed and looked at Jenson. He gave her a thumbs-up. The crime boss was going down this time.
Josh’s next question brought Maggie and Jenson a step closer to the mirror.
“What about Wernier?”
“Not me, but it was a Castile hit. A sniper named Bo Smitty.”
“How’d Smitty know Wernier would be there that morning?”
“He’d been tailing him for twenty-four hours, watching for the right spot. Smitty should have taken out the informant too, but pros don’t work for free. We hadn’t authorized it because we didn’t know who or what she was until Smitty witnessed the meeting and transfer of data between their phones. A costly oversight that nearly blew my cover.”
“You must have taken Wernier’s phone,” Josh said, pushing for the details everyone in the precinct wanted to hear.
“Just seconds before help arrived. If Smitty hadn’t called me from the scene to verify the kill, I’d never have arrived in time. Imagine how shocked I was when I saw my photo. Stupid bitch. She got out of town before we found her, and things were deteriorating too fast to chase her down.”
The instant Coridan named the sniper, Captain Jenson called dispatch, put out a BOLO, and requested a warrant. If Smitty was still in New Orleans, they’d get him.
After two hours, Josh took a break and joined Maggie and Jenson in the observation room. The names and dates were all on record—Wernier’s killer, every hit committed by Coridan, every incident of evidence tampering, and three unsuspected cases of witness intimidation. Whenever Castile had faced a potential law enforcement problem, Coridan had been the designated troubleshooter—figuratively and literally.
Maggie had watched the entire interrogation, but Jenson had stepped out twice to check on a search-in-progress of Coridan’s residence, vehicles, and financials. The suspect’s life would be turned inside out looking for corroboration. In his apartment they discovered packed bags and a one-way ticket to Argentina, proving how close he’d been to getting away.
But Coridan was small stuff compared with the federal warrants being prepared both in New Orleans and Boston.
“Do we have the warrant for Castile yet?” Josh asked.
“Any minute,” Jenson said. “The DA was conferring with the feds, but we’ll get the honors.” He was interrupted by the door opening, and a clerk handed him several papers. He glanced at them and grinned. “I think this is what you’ve been waiting for. Coridan can sit until you get back.” He handed the papers to Josh but looked at Maggie. “No reason an involved civilian can’t accompany an officer serving an arrest warrant.”
 
* * *
 
 
Maggie gripped the door handle, waiting for Josh to park. As soon as the engine died, she hopped out. Nice neighborhood. They’d parked a block from the Garden District house serving as Castile’s current headquarters. The surveillance team had already been alerted, and they emerged from concealment to act as backup. They grinned at Maggie and Josh before sobering for the task ahead. No one really expected a gunfight. Castile considered himself a businessman, and he thought his money, influence, and lawyers placed him above the law. And since the warrant had been obtained in a blanket of secrecy, he had no idea what was about to happen.
With Josh and Maggie leading the way, they approached the front door. It opened before they knocked. “Detective Brandt, NOPD,” Josh announced. “I need to speak with Paul Castile.”
“What’s your business?” A brawny man barred the entrance.
“It’s with Mr. Castile. Get out of my way.”
“Let them in, Louie. We wouldn’t want to interfere with law enforcement. Why Maggie York, back so soon?” Confident as ever, Castile flicked an imaginary speck from the lapel of his dark blue Italian suit and gestured them toward two easy chairs. “I’m sorry I don’t have sufficient seating for everyone. Perhaps the others could wait outside.”
“I don’t think so. Our business is brief.” Josh took the warrant from his pocket and looked at Maggie. “Want to do the honors?”
Momentary doubt flickered across Castile’s placid face.
“My pleasure.” Adrenaline soared as she stepped forward. “Paul Castile, you’re under arrest for murder, criminal conspiracy, tampering with evidence, tampering with witnesses, and a host of other charges that will keep you behind bars the rest of your life. And I’m sure there are more to come.”
“Now just wait a minute.” Castile frowned and sighed. “My lawyers—”
Josh handed him the warrant, reading the exact list of charges. “You have the right to remain silent.” Two officers moved forward to cuff Castile’s hands behind his back. “Anything you say can—”
“I know my rights.” Castile’s nostrils flared, but he still seemed more annoyed than concerned, as if facing a minor inconvenience. “This is a joke, Detectives. I’m filing a formal complaint for harassment. My lawyers will have me out in an hour.”
“Not this time.” Maggie nodded for an officer to finish the interrupted Miranda warning. While he droned the familiar words, she delivered the final bad news. “You won’t be sleeping at home tonight, Castile. Your boy Coridan gave you up to save his own skin.”
The crime boss stiffened. A flash of fear finally drained the blood from his face, and Maggie didn’t try to hide her smile of satisfaction.
 
* * *
 
 
The following forty-eight hours was a madhouse of activity as Castile’s crime network unraveled. Bo Smitty, a local thug with military sniper training, attempted to leave town after Castile’s arrest but was spotted on US-10 and died in a shootout with a dozen cops. Officers swarmed over Castile’s properties and accounts with multiple search warrants, while others hauled in every known associate they could find. More arrests would follow. The evidence mounted by the hour. Castile’s cold arrogance hadn’t engendered much loyalty, and many of his inner circle followed Coridan’s example and talked their heads off for any possible deal they could make.
Bullet Castile followed his lawyers’ advice and remained silent. At his arraignment, local, state, and federal attorneys vied for primary jurisdiction, and he was held without bail. Since the feds and Louisiana both had the death penalty, Maggie didn’t care who won the right to try him.
Throughout the next week, the investigation spread to Big Mike in Boston, including indictments for prior murder contracts that had been successfully executed. Coridan had proven a wealth of information. Harry Brandt became a small wheel in the cog of Big Mike’s problems, and the contract against him wasn’t renewed.
Without giving Josh a chance to protest, Harry had Annie arrange an interview with local media, and he told his story, exonerating Josh and describing him as a hero. Although Josh tried to duck the limelight, he tolerated the good-natured teasing from the District 13 squad the morning the article appeared as a welcome sign of growing camaraderie.
Carolyn Brandt returned to hospice care at the private facility and died a week later with both sons at her side. During those last days, Maggie saw the relief in Carolyn’s eyes that her boys were free from the legal clouds surrounding them for the last year. Probably no one dies happy, but she died content.
The day before Thanksgiving at the precinct’s holiday potluck, Captain Jenson reinstated Maggie to active status. She’d passed her psych evaluation without a problem. There were a few things she simply didn’t mention.
Hurst’s ghost hadn’t appeared since the final meeting on the rooftop. According to Dalia, he’d “crossed over” to wherever ghosts go, and so far no one had shown up to take his place. Maggie expected it would happen someday. Inherited traits don’t just go away. She’d accepted that much. She wanted to be prepared for the next appearance, especially if it might be someone less cooperative than Bobby Hurst, so she kept up her contacts with Dalia and Selena. She tried not to worry about the taints of the veil already on her soul, especially that last jolt in Harry’s apartment, but she was eager to learn ways to avoid future exposure. Josh went with her to these unusual sessions as often as he could, which seemed to mean he was around to stay.
Maggie moved home to her own apartment. Neither she nor Josh was ready for a bigger commitment, but that didn’t stop them from spending most of their free time together. There wasn’t much opportunity to dwell on their future. At least not in the first couple of weeks.
The day after Thanksgiving, Captain Jenson called them into his office. He leaned forward, his hands steepled over the desktop.
“Well, how’s it feel to have the badge back on your belt, Maggie?”
“Excellent, sir. And normal. I’m ready to get back to work.”
Jenson gave a gruff laugh. “I don’t think you ever quit working, and you more than earned your badge back. But we do have another issue, which is why I asked Detective Brandt to join us. You no longer have a partner, and Brandt is losing his to retirement in about two months. In fact, I’ve reassigned Eddie Bishop to desk duty effective this morning.”
Maggie forced herself to remain still. Was he really going to do this? In spite of his suspicions about their relationship?
The captain studied both of them. “What would you think of working together?” He raised a hand in caution before they responded. “If anything is likely to interfere with your judgment, I want you to tell me. You’ve handled yourselves well during the recent investigation despite possible irregularities in your relationship. Which I still don’t want to know about, by the way, unless it creates a problem.”
Maggie knew what he was asking. Partners involved with one another might be too distracted or too protective to work efficiently. She didn’t see that as an issue. Josh treated her as an equal. While there would be a personal side to watching out for each other, they were cops…the job came first.
But she waited to see what Josh would say.
“I don’t see a problem, captain. I respect Detective York’s abilities. I believe she returns that regard. I look forward to the partnership.”
“I agree.” Maggie flashed Josh a quick smile. “I bet we’ll have the highest case clearance rate on the squad.”
Captain Jenson chuckled, stood, and shook hands with both of them. “Then it’s done. I’m assuming your comportment will continue to be professional. If anything changes, I expect you to inform me. And I’m counting on you to win that bet. Now get to work. I believe you still have witnesses to interview.”
Maggie and Josh hurried out of the precinct, not daring to react until they were in Josh’s unmarked car.
“Can you believe it?” Maggie turned to Josh, laughter bubbling on her lips. “I never dreamed he’d do that.”
“He’s a smart man,” Josh said, his eyes sharing her humor. “He knows a good thing when he sees it. So do I.” He caught Maggie’s face between his hands and did a most unprofessional thing…he kissed his partner.
 
END
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Cross Keys
An Elvenrude Novel
Ally Shields
 
 
Conspiracy, murder, and magic…and the death of all they hold dear.
When the first wanderer—a common elf who isn’t authorized to use the portal—is spotted on the streets of New Orleans, the king assigns Kameo Ryndel to assist in the elf’s capture. But before she can intervene, humans with guns shoot the wanderer and steal his body. When Seth Lormarc, an Elite elf from a rival guild, appears at the scene, Kam suspects he is involved. 
Seth Lormarc is in New Orleans to find out who was behind the portal breach, and his best lead is the intriguing Kam Ryndel. When he stakes out her apartment and finds her sneaking out in the middle of the night, dressed in black and leaping to the top of the nearest building, he knows there’s something unique about the beautiful elf. That kind of feat requires magic. Ancient magic. 
As their paths cross during their investigations, they develop an irresistible attraction, although there’s little time for romance. The portal breach is tied to an illegal smuggling operation that has come to the attention of the human CIA. But the stakes are raised when Kam and Seth discover a band of conspirators and a rebellion deep in Elvenrude that promises nothing except destruction of their world.
 
Buy Cross Keys here
http://www.amazon.com/Cross-Keys-Ally-Shields-ebook/dp/B00NSR0OT4/
 



 

Cross Keys: Revelation
Elvenrude Book II
Ally Shields
 
 
If everyone keeps secrets, no one will survive…
Six months after the nightmare in Cross Keys, Kam Ryndel is enjoying her freedom in New Orleans and doesn't miss the constraints of Elven society. She's immersed herself in working missions for the CIA, even if it means less time to spend with her boyfriend, Seth. Seth's not so happy about that. Having shouldered the responsibility of his family's obligations, he's losing patience with Kam's lack of commitment to her own—and to him.
Then a guild worker is attacked by an invisible assailant, and everyone suspects another portal breach by rogues from Elvenrude. As Kam and Seth look for answers, a gang-related CIA mission interrupts the investigation, and Kam is taken to a place she never knew existed—beyond the Louisiana bayou.
Angered by Kam's new mission, Seth enlists the help of his cousin Rhyden to solve the mysterious guild-worker attack. Instead of an assailant, they discover reports of ghost sightings all over town. Not that unusual for New Orleans, but these seem…different. In a mission complicated by gangsters, feuds, failing magic, and old enemies—and the uncertain loyalty of the Elven king—Seth learns something even worse. Kam is missing. And he isn't sure if she's alive or dead…
 
Buy Cross Keys: Revelation here
http://www.amazon.com/Cross-Keys-Revelation-Elvenrude-Book-ebook/dp/B013J5Y99A/
 



 

Cross Keys Unity
Elvenrude Book Three
Ally Shields
 
 
A race to the edge of annihilation...
Despite an ongoing rebellion in their Elven homeland, Kam and Seth have scheduled their long-awaited promise ceremony for the night of the Winter Solstice. After a deadly explosion in New Orleans has left the fate of criminal Jermon Lormarc uncertain, the rebellion quickly escalates into kidnappings and arson, and the widespread theft of ancient human artifacts forces the Elven king to reveal secrets kept for thousands of years. 
When a spirit woman predicts a catastrophic end to Jermon's quest for artifacts, Kam, Seth, and Prince Trystan of Cyrilia set out on a worldwide hunt to stop him. Back in Elvenrude, Kam's sister Esty and Seth's cousin Rhyden, having recently ended their relationship, track the rebels while fighting an attraction that won't be ignored. 
Everything is on the line. No one can hold back. The future...or nothing...awaits...
 
Buy Cross Keys: Unity here
http://www.amazon.com/Cross-Keys-Unity-Elvenrude-Book-ebook/dp/B019PVOMAS/
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Awakening the Fire
Guardian Witch Book One
Ally Shields
 
 
Arianna Calin has sworn to keep the peace in Riverdale. Most of the Otherworlders prefer to haunt the Olde Town district--partying at vampire strip clubs, dining in elegant supper clubs, and inhabiting the cliffside caverns along the Mississippi. Being a cop is a tough job, but someone's gotta do it, and Ari's got her derringer, a sharp stiletto, and a few handy charms against things that hunt in the night. She's also a fire witch--a pedigree that comes in handy, since her partner's only human.
When a virtual reality drug hits the streets, people start to die, and an elusive pack of werewolves threatens the status quo. Ari and Ryan are drawn into a web of murder and evil that will lead sworn enemies to a confrontation. While the city simmers around them, Ari struggles to prevent an all-out supernatural war…
 
Buy Awakening the Fire here
http://www.amazon.com/Awakening-Fire-Guardian-Witch-Book-ebook/dp/B0099ZDHO8/
 



 

Fire Within
Guardian Witch Book Two
Ally Shields
 
 
A hidden evil stalks the city…
Ari Calin refuses to believe her human friend Eddie murdered a vampire—in spite of his confession. Her human partner Ryan thinks the case is a slam dunk, even though there’s no weapon and no witnesses, but Ari’s not about to let her friend take the rap without finding out more.
When Ari attends a charity event on the arm of a handsome werewolf, she finds someone she never expected to see again—Andreas De Luca, the charismatic vampire she used to date. When their eyes meet across the room, memories come rushing back. His kiss, his touch, a savage death…and a terrifying magical bond. A reconnection is the last thing she wants. Only by staying away and forgetting Andreas can she hope to avoid the Legend of Ramora.
But when vampires keep dying, one thing becomes clear: Riverdale has a serial killer on its hands, and Andreas could be next. Ari begins to fear there’s more to it, though. Something truly evil is stalking the city, waiting to take control…
 
Buy Fire Within here
http://www.amazon.com/Fire-Within-Guardian-Witch-Book-ebook/dp/B00BQN1YUU/
 



 

Burning Both Ends
Guardian Witch Book Three
Ally Shields
 
 
Friend or lover. Life or death…
Supernatural cop Ari Calin arrives at the hostile Toronto vampire court with an ultimatum from the Riverdale vampires: Sebastian, Toronto’s vampire prince, must stop his unprovoked attacks—or else. Ari wasn’t expecting a fight—the “or else” was typical vampire grandstanding. But even with vampire Andreas De Luca by her side for a show of strength, things get ugly fast. Toronto’s vampire world is in crisis, and surrounded by enemies, Ari and Andreas find themselves under attack.
That’s when Ari gets the call from the Magic Council ordering her home. Steffan, a good friend and leader of Riverdale's werewolves, has gone missing during top secret negotiations with the US government, and is believed to have been kidnapped—or killed.
Andreas can't abandon the Toronto vampires, and Ari can’t leave him to face impossible odds alone. But neither can she disobey her orders from the Council, or leave her friend Steffan to be tortured and killed. Ari's loyalties pull her in two directions—the closest thing to love she’s ever known on one side, and friendship and duty on the other. If she can stay alive long enough for the choice to matter…
 
Buy Burning Both Ends here
http://www.amazon.com/Burning-Both-Ends-Guardian-Witch-ebook/dp/B00E0LCE0O/
 



 

Valentines Heat I
Ally Shields, Nessie Strange, Keith Melton, CL Bledsoe
 
 
"Heart's Pride" by Ally Shields
Author of The Guardian Witch Series
 
 
When their wedding is ruined by a werepanther attack, Katrina is left hospitalized and Blane is just...gone. But when he finally finds his way back to Riverdale, he learns he's not the only one who's been tracking Katrina...
 
"Lost Soul, Lost Love" by Nessie Strange
 
The Living Dead World Series
 
 
It's Jen MacLellan's first trip back to earth as a new reaper, and Mardi Gras is in full swing. When she happens upon Chip, a partier stuck in a perpetual 1983, Jen decides to help him find the woman he loves so he can move on. Assuming all goes well when he finds her...
 
"Red Dogs" by Keith Melton
The Zero Dog Mission Series
 
 
Mercenary pyromancer Andrea Walker has just saved the world from bloodthirsty hagworms and is late for her Valentine's date with Jake. Until she hears that Jake has already left her house...with her...
 
"V-Day" by CL Bledsoe
 
The Necro-Files Series
 
 
Daisy and her friends think going to a frat party on Valentine's Day will be a fun, not-at-all-desperate Girls Night Out. What they don't expect is to have Delilah's succubus pheromones accidentally set off the apocalypse...
 
Buy Valentines Heat I here
http://www.amazon.com/Valentines-Heat-I-Ally-Shields-ebook/dp/B00T6TQNCU/
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The Southern Belle's Guide to Witchcraft
Loribelle Hunt
 
 
There’s a new evil in town, and it’s gunning for Scarlet... 
Scarlet Burke isn’t an ordinary witch. She comes from a long line of Burke witches, whose job it is to protect the good folks of Purgatory, Alabama from things that go bump in the night—and things that might slip through the portal in Fool’s Wood. Normally, it’s an easy gig that doesn’t take much time from her day job. Until her ex-husband turns up dead in a ritualistic killing no one recognizes. William, a mundane, had high-tailed it out of town years ago after getting Scarlet’s baby sister pregnant. So why had he come back? Better yet, who (besides Scarlet) had wanted him dead badly enough to lure him to the forest, stake him, skin him, and drain his blood? It wasn’t a vampire kill, but she was damned if she could determine what it was. 
Werewolf Jake Mills, the bossy and possessive chief of police, can’t believe anyone in his town could commit such a brutal crime. And Scarlet can’t believe she’s still trying to avoid his advances. Jake has been chasing her for years, and if he wasn’t so charming—and so drop dead sexy—she might try harder to outrun him. Or at least summon a bit of self-control. But the man simply refuses to stay in the “Just Friends” box she’s placed him in. 
But when the killer targets Scarlet’s family, ghouls, demons, and dark fae all come under suspicion. And when her daughters become the targets of an ancient dark ritual, Scarlet and Jake are forced to make an impossible choice. Fight evil with evil, or watch Scarlet’s daughters die...
 
Buy The Southern Belle's Guide to Witchcraft here
http://www.amazon.com/Southern-Belles-Guide-Witchcraft-ebook/dp/B00T0WXDQC/
 



 
 

9mm Blues
Thorn Knights Book One
Keith Melton
 
 
Flesh-eating ghouls. A kidnapped child. A knight's honor caught in the crossfire... 
Christopher Hill is a knight in the Order of the Thorn—the sacred order of soldiers armed with submachine guns, swords, and magic. Their mission is simple: destroy the ancient, profane evils that prey upon humanity. 
But that mission becomes far more complicated when a young boy is kidnapped by flesh-eating ghouls, turning a routine search-and-destroy mission into a nightmare standoff. Barricaded inside a run-down house, the ghouls gain a deadly upper hand, and while the body count rises, Hill finds himself caught in a power struggle within the order that puts his life, and his honor, at risk, and threatens both the mission and the boy Hill has vowed to see home safe, no matter what...
 
Buy 9mm Blues here
http://www.amazon.com/9mm-Blues-Thorn-Knights-Book-ebook/dp/B016FTLR1A/
 



 

Confessions of a Punk Rocker
Living Dead World Book 0.5
Nessie Strange
 
 
The dead should stay dead... 
Jack Norris has just lost his best friend—who also happened to be his band's drummer—to a drunk driving accident. As he struggles to deal with the band's uncertain future and his own personal demons, those issues become unimportant. His dead friend has come back. And he's not showing any signs of going away. Questioning his own sanity, Jack finds his life spiraling out of control. But when a new acquaintance not only hooks him up with a drummer, but promises to help get rid of his ghostly stalker, Jack's life does a one-eighty. 
Drew MacLellan, the new drummer, is more than just a new set of sticks—he's the brother of the insanely hot Jen MacLellan, who's definitely not Jack's biggest fan. Jen is nothing like the women Jack's dated in the past, but the more he gets to know her, the deeper he falls. The only problem is she's got a boyfriend. Caught between his growing attraction and the desire to do the right thing, Jack does everything he can to keep his distance. But the more he sees of her, the more he realizes he can't. He's determined to win Jen's heart, if only he can figure out how to help his dead friend rest in peace...permanently.
 
Buy Confessions of a Punk Rocker here
http://www.amazon.com/Confessions-Punk-Rocker-Living-World-ebook/dp/B015QJ7TAS/
 



 

Pure Justice
Liah Penn
 
 
Human trafficking. A kidnapped partner. Ina's case just got a whole lot darker 
In an uncertain future where the Impures—genetic defectives—are banished to a ghetto territory, Detective Ina Stone and her rookie partner, Sam Fujimoto, constantly fight for survival. But when a murdered Impure is discovered in the projects with only a business card in his pocket, the clues lead them into the shadowy underworld of black market trade and human trafficking. After Sam is kidnapped by the Yakuza crime syndicate, Ina must hide her own defect to go undercover as a human trafficking victim. Accompanied by a Tebori master and a new detective with her own secrets, Ina must find a way to free Sam without exposing his role in the investigation, or getting herself killed in the process.
 
Buy Pure Justice here
http://www.amazon.com/Pure-Justice-Stone-Fujimoto-Mystery-ebook/dp/B015GSEUE2/
 



 

Affairs of the Dead
A.J. Locke
 
 
Help ghosts, stop a thief, and try not to die…
Necromancer Selene Vanream helps ghosts settle their affairs so they can move on. But when breaking the rules gets her in trouble, she’s bumped down to tracking ghosts trying to avoid the afterlife. Ghosts like Ethan Lance, who claims he was kicked out of his body when someone else jumped in. Which might be plausible—if such a thing were possible. And if Micah, Selene’s partner, didn’t pull her into an investigation of brutal murders that lead directly back to Ethan.
But when the whole mess puts Selene’s life in danger, she suddenly has very personal reasons to get Ethan’s body back. Between her uncomfortable relationship with Micah, and problems with her boss, Selene learns just how much trouble it can be when you don’t follow the rules…
 
Buy Affairs of the Dead here
http://www.amazon.com/Affairs-of-the-Dead-ebook/dp/B00CF0OWAW/
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