


Captive Christmas                                                                                                    1 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

This Christmas novella is a gift to you, my readers. 

Thank you so much for your support. 

Thank you also to all the Twitterers who participated in the 
creation of this book – for the plot-storming, the laughs, and the 

challenge: 

@Katydidinoz 

@VaVeros 

@BookThingo 

@KeziahHill 

@ValerieParv 

@JanniNell 

@PaulaWrites 

And @SmartBitches for the inspiration!



Captive Christmas                                                                                                    2 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

Captive Christmas 

 
 

By Shannon Curtis  
and  

Twitter Friends 
 

 
Nick Marshall surveyed the boutique’s interior with resignation. 
It was classy, all muted lighting and crystal, with a fair 
smattering of gold, platinum and sparkle. Muted classical music 
played from hidden speakers, a notable contrast from the other 
stores he’d visited recently, with their many variations of 
Christmas carols. But not here at Glow. No, not even the tacky 
commercial overtures of the festive season could dent the 
elegant impression this store was determined to uphold.  

For a high-end jewellery store, it was remarkably busy. 
Couples stood over the counters, surveying the expensive 
diamond rings within the clear cases, artistically lit. Older 
couples poured over the bracelets and pendants, while a small 
group of young women twittered over a case displaying tiaras. 
Tiaras for Christmas? Nick stretched his neck under the sling he 
wore. One of those tiaras would pay for his Honda Fury 

motorbike. He eyed the collection in the case. Okay, maybe 
three Honda Fury motorbikes. 

He looked at the couple sitting in plush armchairs near a 
table where a retail clerk showed them trays of jewellery. The 
young woman was heavily pregnant, and her partner was being 
solicitous and attentive. Nick forced himself to look away. 

His mobile phone rang, and he sighed. Thomas, his 
brother.  Again. 
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Thomas was getting married on the weekend, and Nick 
was helping him out. Nick snorted. General dogsbody, that’s 
what he was. After he picked up the rings, he had to go to the 
limousine service and pay for the car hire, then go to the 
reception venue and make the final payment on that. He 
smirked. Nick had to do all the running around, while Thomas 
had to soothe his fiancée’s frazzled nerves, and liaise between 
the bride and their mother.  

Nick had the better deal. 
His brother kept calling him for updates on the schedule 

– where was he now, what was left to do… Why the hell would 
you want to get married if the damned event was so stressful? 
And why ruin the holiday season with a wedding two days after 
Christmas?  

Nick switched his phone to silent vibrate and slid it into 
his sling. It always gave him a tingle when it rang, which was 
reassuring. It let him know he still had sensation in the arm, it 
was still healing. Everything would turn out fine. 

A sales clerk came out of the back offices and smiled at 
him brightly. Nick didn’t reciprocate. The guy had kept him 
waiting for nearly fifteen minutes, damn it. That was two 
Thomas calls. He had a lot to do today, and not much time to do 
it. He had a physio appointment later in the afternoon, followed 
by an agonising rehearsal dinner. Why the hell do you need to 
practice to eat? 

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, sir,” said the sales clerk. 
He was tall and reed-thin, with what Nick guessed was 
supposed to be a moustache but looked like his kid sister, Fran, 
had attacked the guy with her eyeliner.  

“I’m here to pick up some rings,” Nick said, and 
presented him with the receipt. He’d almost keeled over when 
Thomas had shown him the amount the rings cost. He could 
live on that much money for a month. At least.  
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The sales clerk smiled. Or at least, Nick thought it was a 
smile. Could be wind. 

“Certainly, I’ll go get them for you,” the clerk said, and 
disappeared into the back offices. 

Nick watched him go until the security door finally slid 
closed to block him from view.  

Just a couple more minutes, and he’d be out of there. He 
eyed the pregnant woman. She looked like she was about to 
pop. She caught his gaze and offered a shy smile before turning 
back to listen to something her husband said.  

Nick forced himself to turn away, to stare into the cabinet 
in front of him. It’s not her. Don’t stare. The muscles in his jaw 
flexed as he gazed unseeingly at the expensive jewellery that 
was probably worth enough to get Greece out of dept.  

Just…breathe. It’s not her. You’re not there, anymore. 
You’re home, and you’re safe. 

He blew his cheeks out as he exhaled. He was good.  
The store door behind him burst open. “Everybody, get 

down on the floor, now!” Nick whirled at the yelling. You’ve got 
to be kidding. 

Five Santas, with white beards and wigs, streamed into 
the store, brandishing guns. 

He hit the floor, protecting his broken arm as the 
customers screamed. 

“Get down, get down, get down!” One bad Santa yelled, 
shoving clerks and clients down to the floor as he swept through 
the store.  

The husband of the pregnant woman protested, and the 
bad Santa smacked him in the face with the butt of his gun. 
The guy’s wife screamed when the Santa pointed the gun at her 
face. “Get down on the damned floor, now.”  

Nick’s muscles bunched, and he rose in protest, until a 
cylindrical object pressed against his temple. 
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“Tsk, tsk. Don’t play hero,” another Santa growled as he 
leaned over him. 

“Don’t be a prick, then,” Nick growled back, nodding 
toward the woman who was trying to lower her bulky frame to 
the floor.  

Nick’s Santa eyed the woman, then sighed. “Let her be, 
Grumpy. She can’t get down on the floor.”  

‘Grumpy’ Santa shot the other Santa a dark look before 
finally nodding. 

“You just look after your own shit, Doc,” he muttered, but 
gestured for the pregnant woman to take a seat. 

A shot rang out, followed by a scream of pain. Nick lifted 
his head. 

A security guard lay writhing on the floor just inside the 
doors, clutching his gut, and one of the Santas shrugged. 

“Sorry, Doc, he went for his gun.” 
‘Doc’ nodded, then waved his weapon around the room. 

“Let that be a lesson, folks. Do as you’re told, and we’ll all be 
fine. Try anything funny, and you will get hurt. Now, I want 
everyone to toss their mobile phone or their telecommunications 
device of choice on to the floor.” 

Each Santa waved the guns at various members of the 
crowd as slowly the devices were dropped to the marble floor 
with a clatter. Nick could tell from their stance that they were 

ex-military, and purposely relaxed his shoulders. He remained 
where he was, hoping they wouldn’t find the phone he’d slid 
inside his sling. 

Doc pressed the barrel against the back of Nick’s head. 
“What about you, Slinger?” 

Nick gritted his teeth. He wanted to roll over and smash 
the guy. Just rear up, disarm him and pistol-whip the bastard. 
He could do it, too. Was trained to do it – even with an arm in 
plaster. But there were a lot of civilians in this store, and a lot 
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more Santas with guns. He eyed the pregnant woman whose 
white face clearly showed her fear. The barrel of the gun pressed 
harder against his skull. 

“I left it in my car,” he lied. “I was only popping in here on 
an errand.” Damn it. He hadn’t spent two years fighting in 
Afghanistan to be held at gunpoint by a twisted Santa back at 
home. Anger rose within him, and he had to consciously bank 
down its hot flames. He took a deep breath. That’s what the 
shrink had told him to do when he felt the rage swell. Breathe. 
Count. Breathe. 

He still wanted to smash the bastard, though. 
He kept his mouth shut as Doc patted him down, 

searching his pockets for the phone he didn’t find. The pressure 
against the back of his head finally lessened as Doc Santa 
straightened. 

“Right, well, now. Let’s get to work, lads,” Doc said. He 
turned to face the room at large. “Who has the key to the safe?” 

 
~*~ 

 
Holly Maxwell was playing online chess when her pager beeped 
its alarm. She rose from her desk, grabbing her leather jacket as 
she ran to catch up with her team who were already jogging 
down the hallway. 

“What do we know?” she asked as she stepped into the 
elevator and the doors closed. 

“Several armed men burst into a jewellery store 
downtown,” Senior Constable Michaela Hirst informed her. 
‘Mike’ was the communications liaison officer, and she handed 
Holly an earpiece and transmitter. “Shots fired. We’re not sure 
how many customers were inside at the time, but there are five 
staff, including the manager.” 
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“How do we know this?” Holly asked as the elevator 
opened. Always confirm the source and accuracy of the field 
intel. She’d learned that the hard way. The team jogged out into 
the underground car park. She made her way over to the closest 
dark blue van. 

“Tech Support got into the security system. No vision, 
yet, but we have the access passes used by the staff this 
morning. One of them activated the silent alarm.” 

“What time?” Holly glanced at her watch. 
“Nine-twenty-seven,” Mike answered, and Holly set the 

timer on her watch. It all came down to timing, with these 
situations.  

She opened the passenger door and climbed up into the 
cab. Most of her team piled into the back of the two vans parked 
to the left of her vehicle, and Brad ‘Duff’ Duffy climbed into the 
driver’s seat, handing her a Kevlar vest as he did so. 

She donned her vest, then her jacket over the top, and 
listened as Mike continued with her update. 

“We’ve set up a primary and secondary perimeter, and 
cleared each zone. We already have uniforms on the perimeter, 
and they’re working on crowd control.” 

Holly’s eyebrow rose as Duff started the van and drove 
toward the exit. “That was fast. How did the uniforms get there 
so quickly?” 

Mike shook her head. “You’re not going to believe this. 
The jewellery store is one block down from the Supreme Courts. 
There is a saturation of uniforms in the area because of some 
big wig crook coming in this morning.” 

Holly’s lips lifted in quick smile. “So our thieves just 
happened to pick a day when that area of Sydney is covered in 
blue, huh? Nice one.” She sobered. Things could go pear-shaped 
awfully quickly though, especially if the thieves panicked at the 
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police presence. “Tell them to hold back behind the first 
perimeter. Nobody goes anywhere near them until we get there.”  

Mike nodded and pulled her radio from her belt to relay 
the instructions. Duff checked his watch. 

“My vote is five hours, thirty-seven minutes,” he said. 
“I reckon nine hours. Even,” Jake Coltrane muttered as 

he checked his weapon in the back of the comms vehicle. 
“Six hours and fourteen minutes,” Mike called out, before 

returning to her keyboard. 
“Seven hours, thirteen minutes,” Holly responded, and 

dug into her hip pocket for her cash as the officers in the other 
two vehicles called in their times. She handed her twenty-dollar 
note back to Mike, the keeper of the betting pool. This conduct 
was frowned upon by the higher-level officers, but none of them 
would actually tell the Tactical Operations and Negotiations 
Unit not to bet on the duration of an operation. Theirs was a 
high-stress, high-risk job, and if this helped them relax and 
bond, then the powers-that-be were prepared to turn a blind 
eye.  

It wasn’t long before the vans turned down James St and 
encountered crowds. Duff pressed the horn to get the onlookers 
to move out of the way. Holly sighed when she saw the white 
media vans parked off to the side. 

“We’ve already got media onsite.” She twisted in her seat 

to look at Mike. “Tell them we’re working toward a peaceful 
resolution, and will give a detailed conference shortly. First 
things first, though. I want a phone line into the store.” 

Mike nodded as she tapped furiously on her keyboard. 
“I’ve just sent you all the data we have on the staff inside, as 
well as the owner of the store.” 

Duff pulled into a space at the edge of Queens Square, 
and Holly and her team alighted from the vehicles. 
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“Time to get to work,” she said as she approached the 
officer in charge.  

~*~ 
 
“Damn it.” The Santa standing by the door straightened. “We 
have a problem,” he called through to the internal office. 

Nick glanced idly toward the doorway as ‘Doc’ stepped 
through, frowning.  

“What’s up, Sleepy?” 
“It looks like the damn police academy is doing a freakin’ 

parade outside.” 
Doc hurried across the store, and Nick craned his neck to 

see what the fuss was about. His eyebrows rose. His view was 
restricted from where he sat on the floor, his back against a 
jewellery counter, but he could see flashing lights and scurrying 
blue uniforms. Lots of uniforms. 

That was quick. He glanced at his watch. Less than ten 
minutes since the Santas had burst into the store.  

Sleepy swore as he scanned from one side of the street to 
the other.  

Grumpy turned around from where he leaned against 
another counter. “What’s wrong?” he growled, hefting his 
weapon. 

Nick watched the movement. The man was edgy. And 
irritable. And armed. Not a good combination.  

“The cops are crawling all over the damn place,” Sleepy 
answered.  

“How the hell did they get here so fast?” Grumpy asked, 
and cast the stereo system an annoyed glance. The soothing 
classical music now sounded jarring. 

“How the hell would I know? I didn’t invite them,” Sleepy 
retorted. 
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Doc turned and eyed the staff with consideration. One of 
the first things the Santas had done was separate the clientele 
from the store personnel. “Where are your panic buttons?” 

One woman whimpered, and another tried to burrow 
behind the shoulder of her male colleague.  

“Tell me, damn it. Where are your panic alarms?” Doc 
roared, and aimed his weapon at the whimpering woman. 

“They’re all over the place,” she cried out, holding her 
trembling hands up as though she could actually ward off a 
bullet. “Every counter has one, as well as the internal office. 
Even the bathrooms.” 

Doc’s eyes narrowed as he glanced around at his cohorts. 
“We were supposed to stop them from raising the alarm, you 
idiots,” he yelled. 

“Hey, we did,” Grumpy yelled back. “We did just as we 
practiced. None of these guys had a chance to reach for 
anything. Damn it.” He turned around and shot the stereo. 
Several of the hostages flinched, some screamed. Grumpy 
nodded at the resounding silence. “Better.” 

Nick looked down at the floor. There was still one staff 
unaccounted for. The sales clerk who had been serving him. He 
wasn’t among the group cowering on the main floor, and he 
hadn’t been found when the Santas had forced their way 
through to the internal office. He must be hiding somewhere. 

Doc stepped closer and pressed his gun to the woman’s 
temple, and she started to cry. “Well, if none of these guys 
raised the alarm, who did?” 

“I don’t know,” she sobbed. 
He ground the barrel into the side of her head, and her 

eyes widened in panic. “Guess again.” 
Nick’s fist clenched against his knee. Damn. 
“Ferdinand. It was Ferdinand,” the woman trying to hide 

behind her colleague blurted out.  
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Nick closed his eyes. Ah, shit. 
Grumpy stalked toward the internal office door, his 

weapon hoisted to his shoulder. “Oh, Ferdinand,” he called 
softly, his tone sing-song. “Come out, come out, wherever you 
are.” 

Nick opened his eyes. Damn, this guy was creepy.  
There was a clatter from inside the office, and a few yells, 

before another of the Santa’s stormed out of the office, dragging 
the sales clerk along by the neck. 

“Please, don’t shoot!” Ferdinand held up his hands, his 
face white. “Please, don’t shoot.” A tear tracked down his cheek. 

Grumpy nodded at the Santa. “Good work, Bashful. I see 
you found our little whistleblower. Hold him still, now.” He took 
aim with his gun. 

“Don’t shoot him, you idiot,” Doc called out, resignation 
in his voice.  

Grumpy didn’t move. “I want to. The bonehead brought 
the law down on us.” 

“Yes, and we’re going to need that bonehead to get us out 
of here,” Doc said quietly as he crossed the shop floor. “He’s one 
more hostage, Grumpy. One more asset in our control.” 

The Santa sidled up behind the trigger-happy thug. “It 
will work better for us if these guys remain alive.” 

Grumpy nodded, then pulled the trigger. Ferdinand 
screamed as he collapsed, his hand clasping his knee, blood 
seeping out onto the floor. Cries and screams rose from the 
floor, and Nick shuffled back a bit toward the side of the 
counter, closer to the chair where the sobbing pregnant woman 
sat.  

It was all too much for the woman hiding behind her 
colleague. She heaved, emptying the contents of her stomach all 
over her friend’s back. 
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Doc whirled around, training his weapon on the group, 
while the last remaining Santa ran out, dragging the store 
manager with him, to see what was going on. 

Sleepy and Bashful yelled as they raised their weapons, 
twisting and turning so as to cover each person on the floor. 
Nick kept his eyes on Grumpy. He was the loose cannon. He 
could tell from here the guy was grinning behind the fake 
snowy-white beard. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Doc bellowed. 
Grumpy shrugged. “He’s still alive.” He chuckled. He 

sniffed the air, turned, and noticed the mess on the floor near 
the other counter. “Oh, for pete’s sake.” 

Nick patted the hand of the pregnant woman, and she 
stopped screaming. He made brief eye contact with her, satisfied 
when she took a shuddering breath.  

He’d seen guys like Grumpy before in action. They got 
high on the adrenalin, the rush. Rising tension drove them 
antsy, until they snapped, then it was like a release when they 
vented that pressure in violence. And then the whole process 
started again. But for now, Grumpy was relaxed as Ferdinand 
cried on the floor. 

The pealing tones of a phone silenced the group, and 
everyone turned to the source of the sound. The phone sat on 
the counter closest to the entry of the store. It continued to ring. 

Seven. Eight. Nine times. 
Nick glanced at Doc, who stared at the instrument with 

what almost looked like satisfaction. Nick frowned. That wasn’t 
the reaction he was expecting. He watched as Doc went over to 
the desk and picked up the phone. 

“Hello.” 
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~*~ 

 
Holly clicked her fingers to get the attention of her team when 
the phone was answered. 

 “Hello,” she replied. “This is Sergeant Holly Hunter of the 
Tactical Operations Unit of the New South Wales Police Force. 
Who am I speaking with?” She kept her tone pleasant, calm.  

“Oh, well, you can call me Doc, Darlin’.” The voice was 
low and gravelly, like that of a three-pack a day smoker. She 
scribbled his name on her notebook. 

She nodded. “Okay, thanks, Doc. Are you the person in 
charge, there?” 

“I am.” 
“I guess this isn’t what you had planned for this morning, 

huh, Doc?”  
“You might think that.” 
“Why don’t you tell me what this is all about, Doc? I’d 

really like to understand the situation there.” 
“Well, we weren’t expecting you, Darlin’.”  
“What were you expecting, Doc?” Holly asked in her 

warmest tone. 
“We just wanted to get in here and look at the pretty 

rocks. Now there looks like a federal case brewing out there.” 
Not quite on a federal scale, Holly thought. “Okay, so you 

weren’t intending to take hostages, is that right, Doc? That’s 
good. I can work with that. I can tell you didn’t intend for all of 
this to happen. I’m sure we can work together to resolve this 
situation.” 

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll give me what I want, Darlin’.” 
Holly glanced at Mike and raised her eyebrows. “Well, 

let’s see what we can do there, Doc. What is it that you want?” 
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“I want a plane at Bankstown Airport, a stretched 
hummer with tinted windows, and a police escort to the airport. 
No interference. No arrest.” 

Holly nodded. “I’ll see what I can do, Doc. In the 
meantime, we heard some shots. Is everyone all right in there?” 

“Well, nobody’s dead. Yet.” 
The casual tone of the man had goosebumps rising on 

her arms. A movement out of the corner of her eye caught her 
attention, and she quickly looked toward the back door of the 
van. Inspector Gould held one of the headphones to his ears, 
his expression dark. Oh, great. Her perpetual pain in the butt. 

“That’s good to hear, Doc,” Holly responded, keeping her 
tone low, calm. “Has someone been hurt?” 

“Yeah, well, the security guard will probably be wanting 
an early pension, if he gets out alive, and little ol’ Ferdie here 
kind of got what he deserved for raising the alarm.” 

Holly glanced at Mike again, who was gesturing her over 
to look at the screen. She’d pulled up the file for both men. The 
security guard, Richard Ottway, was well into his fifties. 
Ferdinand Civiero seemed to be a young man, early to mid-
twenties.  

“I can appreciate it must have been frustrating when you 
realised Ferdie had done that,” she said. Keep it non-
judgmental, non-critical. After all, shooting someone could be 
an honest mistake. Not. “Let me help you there, Doc. Having 
those men inside there, injured, it must create some anxiety for 
you and your men. I know I’d be worried if the man I’d shot died 
– I wouldn’t want to face a manslaughter charge, maybe 
murder.” 

She glanced at her watch. It was close to ten o’clock. She 
didn’t know how serious the injuries were, but she wanted to 
get those men into the care of medical professionals. 

“Give me my plane.” 
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“I’ll see what I can do, Doc, but it would be easier for me 
to convince the guys higher up the food chain if you released 
those injured men. As a sign of good faith.” 

No comment from Doc, just some heavy breathing.  
“Come on, Doc. Give me something to work with. You 

don’t want to be responsible for those men dying, do you? You 
don’t want to have to look after them, either. I assume you’ve 
got more people in there?” 

“Maybe.” 
Okay, so he was going to try and bluff his way a little. 

Doc might prove to be a strategic player.  
“Well, having injured hostages can be a distraction, Doc. 

I know this isn’t how you wanted things to go down, today. I 
want to help you, this is why I’m here. Let me have those 
injured men, and I’ll look into your demands.” 

Doc sighed on the end of the phone. “Fine.” 
Mike punched the air, and Holly nodded. “Good choice. 

See, that shows me that you can be reasonable, Doc. It means 
that we can really work together. I’ll call you back on this line 
shortly to arrange the details of their release. If you need me, 
Doc, just pick up the phone. You and I have a direct line, okay?” 

“Oh, Darlin’, that’s an offer I just can’t resist.” 
The phone clicked in her ear, and then the dial tone 

hummed. He’d hung up. Holly flicked the switch on the cord of 

her headphones to mute. She turned to Mike. “What’s the 
shortest timeframe in the pool?” 

“Three hours and seven minutes. I think we might even 
beat that. You’re already getting two hostages released, on the 
first phone call. That’s got to be a record, even for you.” 

Holly approached the back door of the van and peered 
out, staring across the road to the external glass doors of the 
store.  
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“That was too damn easy, Mike. Way too easy. I wouldn’t 
be paying out the pool just yet.” 

Inspector Gould shifted his weight from one foot to the 
other, hands on hips. He was in his early fifties, but still in good 
shape. Must be from all that butt-kicking he does.  

“He’s not getting a damn plane.” 
Holly took a deep breath. This officer was determined to 

make her career in the NSW Police as short and as painful as 
possible. She tried not to hold it against him, tried not to take it 
personally, but damn, sometimes it got exhausting, proving she 
wasn’t just like her father. “No, sir, he’s not.” 

“Or the hummer.” The man snorted. “And definitely not 
an escort. Who the hell does he think he is?” 

Holly shrugged. “That’s one of our problems, sir. We have 
no idea who he is. We’ll interview the hostages when they’re 
released, and maybe they can shed some light on the men in 
there.” 

“Right, well, get to it.” 
She resisted the urge to flick him the bird. That was 

something her father would do. “Certainly. I’ll need two 
ambulances, and at least another three on standby, until we 
know the numbers we’re dealing with.” 

The inspector nodded. “Fine, but let’s wrap this up 
quickly, shall we? This is shutting down the legal precinct in the 
city, as well as affecting the retail area. It’s Christmas Eve, for 
Christ’s sake, the streets are manic with last minute shoppers. 
No, let’s resolve this a.s.a.p.” 

Gould stepped away to give orders to some of his men, 
and Mike snorted next to her. “What does he think we do here? 
Order pizzas? Wrap it up quickly.” She swore. 

Holly grimaced. “Yeah, well, that’s him being polite. In 
another four hours you’ll see a whole different side to him.” She 
knew just how ugly he could get. She’d seen him in action when 
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he’d arrested her father, all those years ago. But that was a time 
she’d rather forget. 

She turned back to the van. “Play that call back to me.” 
“Why, what’s wrong?” 
“I’m not sure, but I want to listen to him again.” She 

wanted to analyse his tone, his words – anything that could give 
her an indication of who she was dealing with. “In the 
meantime, get Duffy onto those ambulances.” 

“What about the hummer? The plane?” 
Holly donned her earphones. “In time, Mike. In time.” 

Time was the negotiator’s friend. The longer a situation dragged 
on, the tireder the hostage-takers became. Negotiation. 
Compromise. Bargaining. It all boiled down to the same thing. 
Buying time. That was her job as a negotiator – and she was 
damn good at her job. 

~*~ 

 
Nick watched as Doc replaced the phone’s handset. He’d had 
the phone on speaker. Everyone had heard the conversation. 
Including Grumpy. 

Grumpy shoved Doc. “What the hell are you doing? You 
just promised something for nothing, damn it.” He advanced on 
the shorter, bulkier man.  

Doc raised his hands. “Calm down, Grumpy. Everything 
is fine.” 

Grumpy’s eyebrows disappeared into his fluffy-lined cap. 
“Fine? You call this fine? We’re surrounded. Trapped. Get your 
hands on a cool three mil, you said. Easy-freakin’-pickings, you 
said.” The man’s hands fisted. “That’s the last time I’m going to 
listen to you.” 
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Doc brought the gun up to ward off the angry man, and 
Grumpy halted. “Back off and calm the hell down.” He jerked 
his head toward the front door. “In case you hadn’t noticed, 
we’re surrounded, and we have hostages. We’re going to have to 
talk our way out of this. That woman was right. The wounded 
men are only going to hinder us. We get rid of them now, and 
we don’t need to worry about trying to keep them alive.” 

Doc’s lips parted in a smile. “And while that happens, it 
gives us time to crack the damn safe. Smoke and mirrors, man. 
Smoke and mirrors. All part of the plan.” 

Grumpy cocked his head to the side. “I don’t remember 
discussing this as part of any damn plan.” 

Doc shrugged. “The basis of any good plan is the ability 
to adapt. So adapt, damn it.” He turned and caught Bashful’s 
eye. “Get back in there and get to work on the safe, and you—,” 
he pointed to Ferdinand, whimpering and writhing on the floor, 
“—shut the hell up.” 

Nick watched the man retreat into the internal office. He 
could only assume that when the silent alarm was triggered that 
the security features of the safe had kicked in. Whether it was 
on timed release, or some other protocol, it was going to take 
this team of angry Santas a little longer to get into it.  

He watched as Grumpy unclenched his fists, and Doc 
very slowly lowered his weapon. Tempers would wear thin. 

There was obvious dissension within the team, and maybe he 
could use it to his advantage. In time. 

Doc stomped through to the internal office. The man was 
seemingly unperturbed by the situation, as though the blue 
swathe of law enforcement outside was just the next step in 
their mission. All part of the plan. 

He eyed the phone. The woman on the other end of that 
call had spoken with a low, husky voice, one that caught your 
attention and drew you in, that made your muscles relax and 
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your mind drift, like a lazy summer breeze or a good red wine. It 
sapped at your resistance and lowered your inhibitions, and 
made other muscles snap to attention. He hoped to hell she 
knew what she was doing. He didn’t trust Doc. He hoped she 
didn’t either. Nick couldn’t help thinking there was another 
agenda at play here, maybe even one that Grumpy was unaware 
of. 

He slid his hand inside his sling. Grumpy’s eyes 
narrowed, and he raised the barrel of his gun. Nick held up his 
cast.  

“Itchy,” he said by way of explanation. Grumpy subsided 
back against the counter, smirking, as Nick carefully depressed 
the switch on his phone. He screwed up his face as he 
pretended to scratch a non-existent itch, and dialled emergency 
services. He pressed the button on the side of the phone, 
lowering the volume, then sat back and sighed, as though 
relieved.  

Grumpy harrumphed. “How did you break it?” 
Nick arched an eyebrow. He hadn’t expected conversation 

from the man. “I fell off the back of a truck.” 
The truck had exploded actually, and he’d been shot as 

he’d flown through the air. But that had been four weeks and a 
lifetime ago. Now – well, now he had a broken arm and 
sensation in only two fingers, and a looming medical retirement 

from the Army if it didn’t mend.  
The pregnant woman sitting in the chair sucked in a 

breath, and Nick looked at her. Her face was pale, strained, and 
white lines bracketed her mouth. Her husband sat on the floor 
next to her chair, his face streaked with blood. Nick could 
already see the bruises forming on the man’s face.  

“It’s going to be all right, love,” the man murmured to his 
wife. She nodded silently, then exhaled a shaky breath. 
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“Aw, ain’t that sweet,” Grumpy murmured, and 
sauntered over to the couple. 

She eyed him warily as he sidled up beside her, and 
trembled as Grumpy stroked her hair back.  

“Don’t touch her,” her husband whispered. 
Grumpy sniggered, and the woman shuddered when the 

tall Santa placed a hand on her belly. “You can’t stop me,” he 
murmured. 

Tears welled in the woman’s eyes, and she looked at Nick 
with an expression of fear, of hopelessness. 

Nick rose to his feet, and Grumpy whirled around, raising 
his gun. 

“I need to use the bathroom,” Nick said quietly, meeting 
the man’s brown-eyed gaze above the fake beard. Even from 
here, he could see the sweat beading on the man’s brow. He 
wasn’t as cool or as calm as he made out to be.  

“Sit down,” Grumpy growled, and left the woman. His 
steps were measured in the big black boots, the suit just a little 
baggy around the legs, a little tight around the middle. Nick 
could only assume the man was wearing padding. The kitschy 
charm of the outfit didn’t deceive him, though. This man was 
dangerous and well trained, if a little edgy. 

“I need to use the bathroom,” Nick repeated, quiet and 
calm.  

Grumpy raised his weapon and trained it on his face. “Sit 
the hell down.” 

Nick eyed him for a moment. Grumpy was no longer 
focused on the woman. He’d accomplished what he’d set out to 
achieve. He sank down to the floor, balancing on his toes until 
he could drop his butt to the floor. 

“You’re going to have to let us go, at some point,” Nick 
commented. “We’re all going to have to use the bathroom, 
sooner or later.” 
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“Shut up.” Grumpy resumed his position at the opposite 
counter, holding his weapon firm. “Just shut up and sit tight.”  

He turned to the disgusting mess on the floor, and 
gestured to the colleague trying to squirm out of his sodden 
jacket. “Clean up that damn mess.” 

Nick relaxed, despite having a gun trained on him. Even 
with a broken arm, Grumpy had seen him as a threat. Good. 
That meant he’d concentrate on Nick, and leave the pregnant 
woman alone. He could hear her breathing, long low controlled 
breaths interspersed with the occasional pant. He hoped to hell 
she wasn’t going into labour. 

~*~ 

 
Holly pressed stop on the recording when Mike touched her 
shoulder. She shifted her earphones. “Are the ambulances 
here?” 

Mike nodded. “Yeah, but there’s something else.” 
Holly twisted in her seat. “What?” 
“Triple ‘0’ call centre have put through an interesting 

call.” 
Holly frowned. “Who is it?” 
“We don’t know. We can’t actually raise the person on the 

phone yet, just hear the background noise.” 
“Where is the call originating from?” Why was it of any 

interest to her in this hostage situation? 
“Well, this is the interesting part. We’ve managed to track 

the call. It’s coming from inside the store.” 
Okay, that definitely interested her. “Patch it through.” 
She listened quietly. The sounds were muted, but she 

could clearly hear the conversation, the request for the 
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bathroom, the growled response. She clicked her line to mute 
and turned to Mike. 

“Find out how owns the phone.” 
There were two male voices. One was low, calm, deep. 

She could hear the strain in the other voice, the slight rasp. She 
could only assume one was the hostage, and one was the 
captor, but the tonal patterns seemed reversed for the situation. 

“Here you go. Wow.” 
Holly peered over Mike’s shoulder as she typed into the 

keyboard. First up was the normal information, name and 
address. Mike had pulled up a database and conducted a 
search, and a military file popped up. Holly quickly scanned the 
information, her eyes widening as she read it. Holy heck.  

The guy was SAS. On med leave. She winced as she read 
about the incident that lead to his leave. Injured, two bullets in 
his left arm, considerable damage to the limb. It was a wonder 
he hadn’t lost it. The truck he’d been travelling in had taken 
heavy fire, including a rocket launcher, as it had rolled through 
an Afghani village. Three men had been killed, and eight 
civilians had been caught in the crossfire. She gazed at the 
photo on the screen. He was a good looking man. Dark hair, 
resolute blue eyes, a firm jaw line. Clean shaven and wearing a 
starched uniform, his cap at a precise angle on his head, he 
looked like Inspector Gould’s wet dream of an asset. Maybe 
hers, too. In any other situation, she’d be drawn to him. She 
tried to quash her interest. This was siege situation, not a 
dating service. 

She tapped Mike on the shoulder, and the woman 
scrolled through to more information. He was a decorated 
soldier, with an exemplary service record. 

And he was currently held hostage in a jewellery store.  
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She nodded. Okay, this is good. She hoped he didn’t play 
hero and get anyone killed in there. To give him his due, 
though, he was providing her with good intel. 

She turned her attention back to the conversation over 
the phone.  

“Come on, she’s pregnant. Let her use the bathroom, for 
Chrissake.”  

Holly grimaced as she made a note in her book. Darn. A 
pregnant woman. She hoped the woman was comfortable, safe, 
and maybe just mid-term. She didn’t want childbirth to add to 
the stress of the situation. 

“Shut the hell up, damn it.” 
“Think about it, Grumpy. There are five of you, and 

you’re all armed. Take us one at time, if you have to.” 
Holly frowned. Was he honestly calling the man on his 

disposition? Grumpy? Unless… the guy she’d spoken to earlier 
was Doc. Were they using the Seven Dwarfs as code names? 
That would make it harder to identify them. She had to hand it 
to Marshall, though. He was feeding her much-needed 
information. Five armed thieves. She just wished she knew how 
many hostages she was dealing with. 

“I said, shut the hell up,” Grumpy growled, and she 
heard the distinct click of a weapon being cocked.  

She reached over to the comms unit and pressed a 
button. Time to make another call. 

~*~ 

 
The phone rang, its muted peal almost deafening in the 
suddenly silent store. Grumpy’s eyes darted to the instrument, 
and Doc jogged out of the office.  

“What?” Doc barked into the speaker. 
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“Hi, Doc, it’s me, Holly. I just wanted to see how you were 
all doing in there?” 

Nick tilted his head back as her warm silky tones washed 
over those in the store, instantly calming. He could almost 
imagine her as a late night D.J. Or in his bed. He eyed his cast. 
Well, maybe not. They still weren’t sure whether he’d get the full 
use of his arm back, whether he could return to duty. Whether 
he could be of any use to anyone. 

“We’re fine.” Doc turned to look at the office. Bashful 
stood in the doorway, arms folded, waiting for Doc’s return.  

“Is there anyone we can call for you? Anyone you want to 
speak to? Family, for instance?” 

Doc laughed. “I don’t have any family, Darlin’.” 
“Everyone has family, somewhere.” 
“If you’re so hot to talk to family, go chat to your own.” 
“I can’t do that, Doc. I guess that’s something we’ve got in 

common.” 
“Oh, now you’re breaking my heart.” 
“Are you married, Doc? Do you have a partner out there 

who might be worried sick about you, right now?” 
Doc’s smile faded. “No. No, I don’t.” 
“What about kids? A brother or sister, maybe?” 
“Look, I know what you’re trying to do. I’m not giving you 

details about myself so that you can use them against me or 

track me down later.” Doc gripped the phone with white 
knuckles. 

“Well, you’re right there, I do want to know more about 
you. That’s just natural. But I also want to help, Doc. I realise it 
can feel a little lonely in there, despite the folks around you. 
Things can get stressful. If it would make you feel better to talk 
to someone you love, we can arrange that.” 

Nick was surprised when Doc ducked his head, as 
though trying to hide his expression. 
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“I don’t think so, Darlin’.” 
The woman on the other end of the phone hesitated for a 

moment. “Doc, I’ve been doing this for a while now, and I can 
tell you from personal experience that those who love you would 
want you to come home safe. Given the opportunity, they would 
tell you that.” Her voice was low, almost hushed, and Nick 
couldn’t help wondering at the personal situations she’d 
witnessed, and why the hell she would want to do this kind of 
job. 

Doc shook his head. “Nah. I’m good.” 
“Let me know if you change your mind. We have 

ambulances ready to take those injured hostages.” 
“If you think we’re taking them outside, think again. I’m 

not giving any of those cops out there an excuse to fire at me, or 
any of my men.” 

“I understand, and I’m prepared to work with that, Doc. 
We’re going to send some paramedics in—.” 

“No cops,” Doc interrupted. 
“No, no police. These are purely medical staff to help 

those who are injured. We’ll send in a couple of teams—.” 
“One team.” 
There was a slight hesitation on the other end of the call, 

then; “Sure. One team. We’re going to send one team in with 
gurneys. They’ll prep those injured men, and get them out. Does 

that sound good to you?” 
“Fine.” 
“This might be a good idea to allow some more of the 

hostages go, too.” Nick had to hand it to the woman, she made 
negotiating with gun-toting captors sound like ordinary 
conversation. 

“No.” 
“It might make things a little easier in there for you…” 
“I said no.” 
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“Do you have any vulnerable hostages there, Doc? Any 
children? They can be a bit of a handful in this kind of 
situation, very emotional. Or the elderly? Maybe you have 
someone with a condition – like diabetes, or a pregnancy?”  

Nick flicked a glance at Doc. Did that mean she could 
hear what was going on inside? Was his call connected? He 
wanted to check his phone, but didn’t want to risk peeking into 
his sling. Too obvious. 

Doc glanced at the pale-faced woman sitting on the chair. 
“No. No more. Not until I get my plane, damn it.” 

“We’re working on that, Doc. I can appreciate that things 
are probably stressed in there. Let’s get those two injured men 
out, and we’ll talk again. I’m going to send in those medics very 
shortly. I’m going to clear the area directly in front of those 
doors, and we’ll back two ambulances as close as possible to the 
door, okay?” 

Doc sighed. “Sure. We’ll keep an eye out for them.” 
“Good man, Doc. We’ll get through this.” 
The woman disconnected the call. Nick shook his head. 

She almost sounded warm and damn supportive of the angry 
Santas. Still, she’d managed to get Doc to agree to the release of 
two hostages. Of course, with a voice like that, she could 
probably convince men to part with a lot more. 

Doc turned to Sleepy. “Let me know when the ambos get 

here.” He turned to the Santa who had, until now, remained 
quiet and unobtrusive. “Come on, Happy, you’re up.” 

Nick watched as ‘Happy’ picked up the large duffel bag 
and carefully slung it over his shoulder, then walked toward the 
internal office. Grumpy shifted and brushed shoulders with the 
man as he passed, throwing him off balance. 

Happy stumbled against the counter, and dropped the 
bag next to Nick. He turned and raised his fist. “You idiot. Don’t 
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screw around with me, damn it. You could kill all of us.” 
Grumpy raised his weapon and aimed it at Happy.  

“C’mon, man. It’s just a joke. Lighten up.” 
Nick frowned and glanced at the bag. It was bulky, and 

the main zipper wasn’t quite closed, as though the contents of 
the bag were too big to contain. He could just make out the 
shape of the contents, and craned his neck to see more. His 
muscles tightened when he recognised the small blocks visible 
inside. C-4. He’d worked with enough of it to easily recognise 
the damn stuff when he saw it. 

“Yeah, well, I’m not friggin’ laughing.” Happy picked up 
the bag and held it gingerly as he walked into the office. 

Nick frowned. Plastic explosives were generally a stable 
mix. Sure, there were handling guidelines, and walking around 
town with a stash of it in a duffel bag wasn’t part of those 
guidelines, but Happy seemed decidedly nervous carrying it. 
Either he didn’t know how to handle the explosives, or maybe it 
was a home-made batch of C-4, and not quite so stable. Either 
way, it didn’t bode well for their situation.  

What the hell did the Santas want to blow up? 

~*~ 

 
Holly hung up the phone. “Have we got eyes inside yet, Mike?” 

Mike shook her head. “Not yet. Their security system is 
closed circuit, recording direct to a unit on the premises. I’ve got 
guys trying to patch into the lines, but that’s taking some time.” 

Holly lifted her chin toward the map they had above one 
of the desks. “Are the rest of the team at their stations?” She 
and Duff had reviewed maps of buildings in Queen’s Square and 
its surrounds, and had selected areas that were the most 
strategically advantageous to watch and act on the situation. 
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Mike nodded. “Yes. Stationed and ready.” 
Holly looked at Duff. “Something’s wrong.” Duff nodded, 

while Inspector Gould frowned. 
“Why do you think that?  We’re getting two hostages out. 

That’s good news to me,” the high-ranking officer commented. 
Duff turned to the inspector. “Doc is too calm. Too quiet.” 
“I don’t get it. What’s wrong with that? Don’t we want 

that with all our negotiations?” 
Holly looked at the tall man. “These guys went in to rob a 

store. It looks like your average smash and grab – but they’ve 
been caught in the act. There is a sea of blue outside the store, 
they’re trapped, and they have to keep a larger group of people 
under control. These guys should be jumpy, jittery. I should be 
talking them down from an adrenalin high, but Doc seems to be 
completely in control. He’s very calm, under the circumstances.” 

“I still don’t see the problem.” 
“He’s jumping the process,” Duff said shortly as he 

checked his weapon.  
“He’s not emotional. In these situations, the guys I deal 

with are volatile, intense. Providing some calm reason can help 
toward developing rapport. You can take the position of helper, 
if not saviour. You develop a bond with the subject. In time, 
they can come to depend on you, especially if you appear to be 
able to solve a major problem for them. This guy,” she waved 

past the rear doors of the van. “He’s way ahead of the process. 
He was happy to release hostages on the first call.” She shook 
her head. “That’s never happened to me before. It’s almost as 
though he doesn’t care whether he has hostages or not.”  

Inspector Gould shrugged. “The guy is happy to get this 
show on the road. Maybe you should take a leaf out of his book, 
and get moving.” He turned and climbed out of the van, and 
Duff swore under his breath.  

“He doesn’t get it.” 
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Holly shook her head. “No, he doesn’t.” 
“I’m not sure I get it,” Mike murmured, looking up from 

her keyboard. 
Holly glanced at her communications liaison officer. “If a 

hostage taker doesn’t care if he has hostages or not, and is 
ready to give them up, then he won’t care whether they live or 
die.” 

She shrugged out of her leather jacket. Why had she 
bothered to bring it along? It was damn hot outside, and the 
Sydney streets would only get hotter as the day wore on. “Send 
in one of the paramedics,” she told Mike, and her officer left the 
van. 

Duff frowned. “Why?”  
Holly undid her vest and removed it, and her fingers rose 

to start unbuttoning her shirt. “I’m going in.” 
“You’re the negotiator, you can’t go in.” 
Holly shook her head. “This guy is giving me nothing. I 

need to see him in action.” 
“I’ll go in, then,” Duff said. “You’re the negotiator. Your 

job is to stay out here and negotiate.” 
Holly eyed her colleague with a smirk. “You look too 

much like a cop.” He did. There were some men who carried 
themselves with a certain air of arrogance, a kind of authority 
that cried “I play with guns and I’m prepared to hurt.” She 

called it the ‘enforcer effect’. Nick Marshall seemed to have it, 
too, if his photo was anything to go by. Duff had it in spades. 
Inspector Gould…didn’t. No, the impression he gave was purely 
bureaucratic. Political. “The paramedics will go in there with the 
aim to help those injured inside. They’re not going to notice the 
things we need to know. I’m going in.” 

“The guy has been speaking with you. To him, you are 
the voice of the outside world. What do you think he’ll do to you 
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when he realises the negotiator is inside the store with him, 
especially after the negotiator promised him no cops?” 

Holly grinned as an ambulance officer climbed inside the 
van. “Don’t worry, Duff, he won’t recognise me.” 

~*~ 

 
Nick heard the beeps of the ambulance reversing, and then the 
interior of the store darkened as the vehicle slowly mounted the 
footpath and backed up close to the doors.  

Two paramedics, a man and a woman, jumped out and 
strode around to open the rear doors of the ambulance. He 
watched as Sleepy trained his gun on the couple as they entered 
the store, pulling a gurney behind them. 

“Stop right there,” Doc called out from the internal 
doorway.  

The two ambulance officers halted, arms in the air, and 
Sleepy quickly patted them down, taking his time with the 
female paramedic. The woman kept her eyes focused forward, 
and her expression remained remote, even when the thief’s 
hands groped her breasts and butt. 

“Enough, Sleepy. Let her through,” Doc muttered. 
Bashful and Happy joined him, and all of them cocked 

their weapons, along with Grumpy in the main showroom. 
Doc jerked his head at the security officer lying near the 

door. He was pale, weak, his lips almost blue as he weakly 
clutched his blood-stained shirt. “Get on with it.” 

The paramedics hurried over to the prone man, and 
started to prepare him for transport. The lead paramedic gave 
his colleague quiet orders, and they both worked quickly to 
stabilise their patient.  
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Nick watched as they worked. They were both focused on 
their task, although the woman kept darting quick looks around 
the store. He’d almost think she was nervous, only…she wasn’t. 
Her gaze was keen, intelligent. 

The lead paramedic nodded, and the female ambulance 
officer rose and strode over to retrieve the gurney. 

“I still don’t think we should be just giving these guys 
up,” Grumpy growled.  

“Get over it, Grumpy. It’s happening,” Doc responded. 
“What the hell do we get for it?” Grumpy rasped. 
Nick watched as Doc’s gaze narrowed, before he exhaled, 

composing his expression into one that displayed more 
patience. “More time,” he said. 

“How long does it take to blow a damn safe?” Grumpy 
asked. 

“I’ll let you know.” 
Nick hadn’t seen the store’s safe, but he’d seen the 

amount of plastique they had. There was enough to blow a nice 
little hole to China. Or to at least take out this whole store, and 
the buildings either side. 

The security officer groaned, and Nick looked over in time 
to see the ambulance officers hoist him onto the gurney.  

“We’ll take him out and come back for the other one,” the 
male paramedic told Doc, who nodded and jerked his chin 

toward the door.  
“Hurry up about it.”  
Nick watched, as did the rest of the captives in the store, 

as the paramedics left the store. There was an almost tangible 
sense of hope from the others on the floor. A dangerous hope, 
Nick thought. They all wanted to leave with the paramedics, to 
escape this horror, this threat. It was human nature, a sense of 
self-preservation. He was surprised to feel it himself. 
Instinctively, despite his injury, he wanted to live. 
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The two ambulance officers returned and focused their 
attention on Ferdinand. His injury wasn’t as serious as the 
security officer’s, and it didn’t take them long to bandage the 
man’s knee. 

The woman turned to Doc. “Can we check over the 
others?” Her voice was light and chirpy, but despite the Suzie-
Sunshine influence, there was something about the tone that 
caught his attention. She indicated the pregnant woman, and 
Nick’s eyebrows rose when she included him in the gesture. 

Doc started to shake his head, but Grumpy beat him to 
the reply. “No.” 

Doc frowned, and shot Grumpy a dark look. “Go ahead.” 
Grumpy glared at the other Santa as the woman hurried 

over to the pregnant woman, and her partner approached the 
woman’s husband. 

“Hi,” the female paramedic said, and smiled at the seated 
woman while her partner started to clean the husband’s 
bloodied face. “What’s your name?” 

“Judy. Judy Neumann.” 
“Hi, Judy. How far along are you?” 
“I’m thirty-seven weeks,” the woman responded.  
Nick winced. His first impression had been correct. She 

was ready to pop, pretty much.  
“Okay, then,” the ambulance officer smiled brightly as 

she checked her pulse. The pregnant woman sucked in a 
breath, and the paramedic met her eyes.  

“What’s wrong?” 
“I’ve got pains in my back,” the pregnant woman said. 
“Okay, then. Can you describe these pains?”  
Nick listened with a growing concern. God, he hoped she 

wasn’t in labour.  
The paramedic smiled and patted the woman’s hand. “It 

could be just indigestion. Think positive, okay?” Nick didn’t 
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miss the looks the paramedics exchanged, before the female 
office rose and approached him. 

“He’s fine,” Grumpy called out, and the paramedic 
hesitated. 

“He’s got a broken arm,” she said finally. “He’s got an 
injury, and we just want to make sure that nothing has 
exacerbated it.” 

Nick shook his head. No. She’d find the phone. She’d 
blow it for him.  

“I’m fine,” he told her. 
She smiled reassuringly at him. “It’s okay, it will only 

take a minute.” She shifted slightly, and winked at him. 
Winked? What the hell?  

“Get on with this, we don’t have all day,” Doc said, 
glancing at his watch. 

The paramedic knelt by his side, and gently grasped his 
fingers. Her touch was light, warm. He sucked his breath in. He 
could feel her touch. Her scent, light, floral and seductive, 
teased at him. 

His gaze flicked to hers. Her brown eyes were calm, 
purposeful. “Does it hurt?” she asked him softly, quietly. 

His body tightened as recognition flashed through him. 
He’d listened to that voice, had imagined what the owner of that 
voice might look like. And here she was, in the flesh, tending to 

his arm. The negotiator. He shot a glance at the Santas 
gathered near the office doorway. She was taking a risk, coming 
inside.  

“No,” he murmured. She looked down at his hand, and 
gently spread his fingers. He could only feel her touch on two of 
his fingers, and he was surprised at how powerfully sensual the 
sensation was. “It’s just a little…awkward,” he whispered, and 
lowered his chin to the sling.  

She nodded. “I understand. You’re doing good.” 
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Grumpy shifted, as though bored with the whole 
scenario. 

“They have explosives,” Nick whispered, and she nodded 
as she trailed her hand under his cast. She held the phone still 
as she raised his arm, as though to check his range of 
movement.  

“I see.” 
“Enough to level this building, and more.” 
There was a slight hesitation in her movement, before she 

gently lowered his arm. 
“Where is it?” 
“In the office. About twenty kilograms’ worth.” 
She pursed her lips for a moment as she returned his 

arm to his lap. “Interesting.” 
“Okay, let’s wrap this up,” Grumpy snapped.  
The woman shifted, but met his gaze directly. “We’re 

going to get you out of this,” she whispered.  
He was SAS, efficient, capable, lethal – at least, he had 

been. He knew she was just trying to be supportive, 
encouraging, yet he still drew comfort from her promise.  

“I’ll see you out there,” he told her, and that was his 
promise. She was intriguing, intelligent – playing the serious 
negotiator, the chirpy paramedic – he wanted to learn more 
about the dark-haired woman before him. 

“It’s a date,” she told him, and winked. He liked that 
saucy side to her, too. 

She rose to her feet, and joined the other paramedic at 
the gurney carrying Ferdinand, and he watched, breath held, 
until she reached the safety outside. 

“Right, let’s get back to work,” Doc said. 
 
 

~*~ 
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“We have a problem,” Holly stated abruptly as soon as she’d 
climbed back into the T.R.U. van. “Actually, we have two.” 

“We sure do,” Inspector Gould snapped. “What the hell 
did you think you were doing? Abandoning your post, putting 
everyone inside there at risk. What do you think that man 
would have done if he’d realised who you were?”  

Damn, he was pain. So he’d arrested her father. She 
wasn’t her father, and didn’t appreciate the constant criticism 
she got from this man, whether it was in front of her team or in 
private. 

She held up a hand. “You can discipline me when this is 
over, but now isn’t the time. I’m the negotiator, and I made a 
decision. Deal with it. Get me O’Neill,” she told Duff, who 
reached for his radio. She turned to Mike. “Pull up the 
schematics for this building. I want everything.” 

Mike pulled the chart up on the large screen in the van.  
“O’Neill is on his way,” Duff told her. He jerked his head 

at the screen. “What’s going on?” 
“Well, for starters, I think our pregnant hostage is about 

to go into labour. I also got a chance to talk with Marshall,” 
Holly said. He’d looked different from his image. He wasn’t the 
clean-cut, neatly pressed military officer anymore. No. His dark 
hair was longer, shaggy. He had stubble on his cheeks and jaw, 
he’d lost a little of his tan, and his eyes held a jaded weariness 

that hadn’t been present in his photo. 
“And?” 
“They have explosives.” 
Gould swore, and Duff closed his eyes. O’Neill, her bomb 

expert, stuck his head through the rear van doors.  
“You asked for me?” 
She jerked her thumb. “In here, O’Neill. I need your 

expertise.” 



Captive Christmas                                                                                                    36 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

Mike rolled out the charts. “This is the latest schematic 
plan, the one completed after the store was refurbished by the 
current owner.” 

Holly looked at O’Neill, the blond hair and tanned skin 
more suited to a surfer than her Big Bang man. “What can you 
do with about twenty kilos of C-4?” 

Duff whistled as O’Neill looked at the chart. 
“Twenty kilos? Did you say twenty kilos?” Gould 

exclaimed. 
She nodded. He was finally getting it. She leaned back to 

catch Mike’s eye. “Get the Firies down here. We’re going to need 
them, too. And I want the perimeter extended another ten –,” 
she glanced at O’Neill, eyebrows raised. He winced. “Make that 
twenty metres.” 

Gould slapped his hat against his thigh. “Damn it. I want 
this finished. If you’ve got men out there in a position to shoot, 
tell them to take the shot.” 

Holly ducked her head, and silently counted to ten. “It’s 
not going to be that easy,” she replied. “There are five armed 
men in there, and I counted thirteen hostages. If we start 
shooting, it will be a bloodbath.” 

O’Neill tapped the charts. “That amount of plastique can 
do a massive amount of damage.” 

“What about to open a safe?” 

O’Neill snorted. “That would be like using a cannon to kill 
a fly.” 

“Then what the hell do they want all that firepower for?” 
she muttered. She was missing something, some small but vital 
detail. 

“Depends on how they’re going to use it,” O’Neill 
murmured as they all bent over the chart. 

Holly frowned. “What are these lines?” she pointed to 
some dark lines on the chart that criss-crossed the building. 
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“That’s the subway. The train system runs underneath. 
St James Station here, and Martin Place just over there.” O’Neill 
tapped the chart. “This whole area has a rabbit warren of 
tunnels underneath. This store sits over one of the maintenance 
tunnels.” 

“The train tunnels,” Holly breathed, and something 
clicked in her memory. She glanced over at Mike. “You said 
something about some special criminal this morning?” 

Gould swore behind her. “Jason Jenkins.” 
Crap. Jason Jenkins was part of a well-known crime 

family. Drugs, prostitution, any racket you could think of, there 
was a weasely little Jenkins somewhere involved. 

“The whole time I was in there, Doc was concerned about 
the time it was taking, as though he had an appointment. On 
the phone to me, though, he hasn’t got that issue, almost as 
though we’re part of a job, a task that needs to be ticked off,” 
Holly said slowly. She turned to Gould. “Would they use the 
direct line to get Jenkins in to court, to avoid any issues on the 
street?” 

Gould nodded while Duff frowned. “What direct line?” 
Duff asked. 

Gould pinched the bridge of his nose. “In some high-
security risk cases, we will train the suspect in direct to 
underneath the courthouse. There is a tunnel that runs from 
Central Station, through the city circle. It crosses at St James 
station, with a final destination at Queens Square.” 

“Is this how you’re bringing Jenkins in?” Holly asked. 
“Yes. We diverted a lot of manpower down here, though, 

when the hostage call came through. Damn it.” 
Holly put her hands on her hips. “That building sits on 

top of that train line. This isn’t a robbery gone bad. It’s a jail 
break.” 
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~*~ 

 
A tingle shot down Nick’s arm as his phone vibrated. Someone 
was sending a messing. He couldn’t read it now, though, 
without the Santas noticing. Nick eyed Grumpy as he walked 
idly around the store, dividing his attention between the 
captives on the floor and the jewellery on display. The Santa 
caught his gaze for a moment, and stopped. 

“What?” His voice was surly. He must be tensing up 
again. 

“I need to go to the bathroom,” Nick said. 
“Hold it.” 
Judy leaned over in her chair and moaned, and all eyes 

turned to her. Sleepy left his post at the door.  
“Are you all right, lady?” He asked. 
Judy shook her head. “No. I need to go to the bathroom, 

too.” 
Grumpy swore. “Damn it.” 
“I’ll take them in,” Sleepy offered. “We should probably 

think about toilet breaks for the rest of them.” 
“Fine.” 
Sleepy gestured to Judy. “Come on. You first.” 
Nick watched with concern as she lumbered to her feet, 

sending a fearful gaze over her shoulder to her husband.  
“I want to go with her,” her husband pleaded. 
“No. One at a time.” 
Judy leaned over and clutched at a counter. “Please,” she 

gasped. 
Grumpy shook his head. “No.” He eyed Nick’s sling. “But 

you can go with her,” the Santa told him.  



Captive Christmas                                                                                                    39 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

Nick sent Judy’s husband a reassuring look before 
following the woman down the hallway, with Sleepy bringing up 
the rear.  

They turned the corner, and Sleepy stopped them at the 
door to the ladies’ toilets.  

“This is far enough. Use these ones.” 
Nick pushed and held the door open as Judy walked past 

him, and he followed her close behind. 
Sleepy shouldered his way in. “Keep the doors open,” he 

muttered. 
Nick frowned at him. “She’s pregnant, man. Cut her some 

slack. Give her some privacy. Let her close the door.” 
Sleepy hesitated, before finally nodding at the pale-faced 

woman. “Fine. You can.” He pointed the gun in Nick’s direction. 
“Not you. Keep the door open.” 

Nick sighed as he entered the cubicle. He’d hoped Sleepy 
would let him close the door, maybe give him a chance to read 
the message on his phone. 

Judy moaned, her hand smacking against the door, and 
Sleepy frowned. 

“Are you all right, lady?” 
“Oh, yesssss,” she said, hissing on the last word. She 

didn’t lie very well, Nick thought. He quickly retrieved the phone 
from his sling while Sleepy tried to look anywhere but at the 

cubicles. He read the message, and mentally swore. 
‘Doc using bomb to get to tunnels underneath store. Be 

alert.’  
Damn. He had no faith in Happy’s ability to detonate the 

explosives responsibly. What if they brought the whole building 
down on top of them? Morons. He dialled emergency services 
and slipped the phone into his shirt pocket, using his bulk to 
hide his actions from the man pacing the bathroom behind him. 

“Hurry up,” Sleepy muttered. 
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Nick flushed the toilet and turned around. Sleepy looked 
a little alarmed at the noises Judy was making. Nick could see 
the whites of his eyes above the white beard. Childbirth could 
put the fear of God in the toughest, meanest men, he’d learned. 
He could use the man’s distraction against him. 

He backed out of the cubicle, arms out, and purposely 
bumped his cast against the door jamb. Sucking in a breath, he 
bent over, moaning. 

“Hey, are you all right?” Sleepy asked, and stepped 
closer. Nick waited until he could see the dark boots enter his 
line of vision, then reared up, swinging his cast. He caught the 
Santa on the temple, and the man reeled back. Nick shifted, 
following through with a right hook that connected with Santa’s 
chin. The man’s head whipped back, and he tried to raise his 
weapon. Nick blocked the move with his cast and smashed his 
elbow into the guy’s face. Sleepy fell back against the mirror, 
cracking it with the force of his body’s contact, and then 
slumped to the floor, limp. 

Nick quickly kicked the gun away, and it clattered as it 
skid across the tiled floor.  Judy pulled the door open and 
peeked through, her eyes wide in her pale face as she took in 
the scene. 

“It’s okay, Judy,” Nick said, trying to keep his voice low, 
soothing. He met her gaze briefly as he started to strip the 

unconscious man. “It’s all part of a plan.” 
“Are you – are you okay?” the woman asked, her voice 

raspy. 
“I’m fine, and so is Sleepy here. He’s just going to have a 

bit of headache when he wakes up. Quick, give me a hand, we 
haven’t got much time before someone comes looking for us.” 

Judy helped him disrobe Sleepy, stopping every now and 
then as pain swept over her. Her hands shook as she undid the 
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buttons on Sleepy’s red coat. Nick covered her hands with his, 
and waited for her gaze to meet his.  

“It’s going to be okay, Judy. We’re going to get out of this. 
I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

Not like – before. The horror-filled memory of stumbling 
through the Afghani village, deaf but for the ringing in his ears 
and clutching his numb and bloodied arm as he looked for 
surviving members of his unit, only to find the lifeless bodies of 
so many – mainly women and children, and that last woman, 
her belly swollen, her eyes vacant…  

No. He wasn’t going to let anything happen to Judy, 
damn it. 

“Help me change into this outfit.” 
 
“Uh, Holly, you’re going to need to hear this,” Mike said, 

and held up the earphones. Holly quickly donned them and 
listened, her eyes widening when she realised what she was 
hearing.  

“What the hell is he doing?” she whispered. She could 
hear Judy’s soft moans in the background, the rustle of 
clothing. His determined promise to the pregnant woman. She 
blinked. His promise of protection to a vulnerable woman drew 
Holly in. She remembered that day, a lifetime ago, when she’d 
been called to a similar scene, only it had been her father 

holding the gun. She’d wanted him to say something similar to 
the words Nick Marshall had just uttered, only he hadn’t. 
Fifteen years old, and she’d had to help negotiate the release of 
the people her father had held hostage in a bank robbery gone 
wrong. Maybe if Nick had been inside that bank, things would 
have ended differently. 

“I sure hope someone’s listening,” she heard Nick mutter 
softly. “I’m going to clear the store floor, and then I’m going to 
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open the door and get as many of the hostages out as I can 
before they stop me. Be ready.” 

Holly’s eyes met Mike, and they both shared a look of 
shock. He was going to break out.  

“God, I hope someone’s listening to me,” Nick breathed. 
“I am, Nick,” Holly said, although she wasn’t sure if he 

could hear her. There was a lot of other background noise. “I’m 
listening.” 

She turned to Mike. “You heard the man. Get some 
uniforms ready to help get those people out.” 

“Are you going to call in?” Mike asked. “It might distract 
them.” 

Holly shook her head.  “No. The phone is on the shop 
floor. If I call, that will draw the other suspects out into the 
store area. Get another ambulance ready to go at the first 
perimeter, engine idling.” She pulled the earphones off her head. 
“We’re going to need it.” 

She raced out of the van, barking orders into her radio as 
she ran toward the first perimeter line. 

 
~*~ 

 
Nick walked out into the store, his weapon cocked and ready. 
He blinked. Strands of white hair escaped the red cap he wore. 

The damn wig and beard were itchy. So friggin’ itchy. The suit 
fit a little loosely, and he was taller than Sleepy, so he adjusted 
his stance to try and minimise his height. Damn, it was hot, 
though. Maybe they should just wait for the Santas to pass out 
from heat exhaustion. 

Grumpy turned from his comfortable position leaning up 
against a display case, and nodded at him. “’Bout time you got 
back.” He looked past him and frowned. “Where’s the other one? 
Slinger?” 
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Nick waved casually in the direction of the bathroom. 
“Damn idiot tried to jump me. I knocked him out cold,” he 
rasped, trying to mimic Sleepy’s voice. He continued to walk 
through the store, toward the doors. 

Grumpy’s eyebrows rose. “Did he just? Maybe I should go 
have a quiet word with him, remind him to put his manners 
back in.” 

Nick nodded. “You do that.” He waved the gun generally 
at the crowd, regretting the fear he saw in their faces.  

Grumpy loped down the hall, his gun hefted over his 
shoulder. As soon as he’d turned the corner, Nick flicked the 
locks and opened the front doors. He held a finger to his lips, 
and hurried Judy out. 

It took a moment for the rest of the hostages to figure out 
one of the Santas was trying to help them escape. He beckoned 
with his broken arm, holding the gun with his good hand. 
C’mon, get the hell out of here. Judy’s husband rose, glancing 
nervously at the internal office door, and then the hallway, as 
Nick pushed more of the hostages outside. He could see police 
officers running across the cleared street to take them, an 
ambulance reversing past a temporary blockade, and his 
shoulders sagged with relief. She’d heard him.  

Almost silently, the hostages filed out. Judy’s husband 
ran across the store toward the door. A cheer rose outside, as 
the crowd of onlookers realised the hostages were being 
released. Nick shook his head. God, no, shhh. 

He heard a bellow from deep within the store. Grumpy 
had found Sleepy.  

Judy’s husband panicked, and bolted through the door. 
Nick made to follow him. 

“Wait just a damn minute,” Doc growled, and Nick 
stiffened when he heard the click of a weapon being cocked.  

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Sleepy?” 
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“He’s not Sleepy!” Grumpy roared as he came pounding 
along the hallway. He halted when he saw the empty store. “Son 
of a bitch!” He raised his weapon and aimed it Nick. 

Nick tensed his muscles, waiting for the shot, but Doc 
held up a hand. “Don’t. We’ve still got one hostage. Let’s use 
him.” 

The phone rang, and all of the Santas flinched. 
“Are you – are you going to get that?” Happy asked. 
Doc shook his head. “No. The time to talk is over. We’ve 

got a job to do.” 
 

~*~ 
 
“C’mon, c’mon, answer the phone,” Holly pleaded as she ran 
along the street behind Duff and O’Neill. Nick had managed to 
get everyone out but himself. He was still captive, damn it. He’d 
risked his life for the other hostages. Doc would be pissed. They 
had to either get him back to the phone and start the 
negotiation process, or take action. The repetitive ringing, like a 
church bell at a funeral, gave her her answer. 

She raised the radio to her mouth. “We’ve gone tactical. 
All stations, get ready. Red light, do not shoot until you receive 
the green light. One of those Santas is a good guy.” 

She just hoped they could save Santa, too. 

 
~*~ 

 
Nick held his hands in the air, the gun at his back as he was 
pushed into the internal office. The place was a mess. Desks 
had been moved out of a corner to clear some space, and there 
was a large, gaping hole in the floor. Nick could see the rungs of 
a ladder leading below, but the rest of the hole was in darkness. 
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Grumpy frowned. “What the hell is this? The safe isn’t in 
the floor, damn it.” 

“We don’t want the safe,” Doc said. 
Grumpy’s hand flashed out and caught Doc by the 

throat. “What the hell do you mean, we don’t want the safe? 
That safe is the only damn reason I’m here.” 

“No, you’re here to control the hostages, and you’ve done 
a pretty shit job at that.” 

Grumpy shook Doc. “I want my money. I want the 
jewels.” 

“You’ll get your damn money,” Doc scowled, as he tried to 
shake off Grumpy’s grip. “We have a far more valuable 
commodity to steal. Jenkins is going to pay us big time for this.” 

Grumpy swore. “You sonovabitch! You lied to me.” He 
reared back with his fist, but Doc brought his gun up and fired.  

Nick jerked as Grumpy recoiled, a stunned expression on 
his face as blood bloomed across his chest. He stumbled back 
against a desk, then slumped to the floor as he eyes slowly lost 
their focus.  

“You need to lighten up, Grumpy,” Doc muttered to the 
dying man. He whirled around to face the others. “Right, now, 
anyone else got a problem?” 

The other two Santas shook their heads, and Nick 
remained silent. Fear and stress were taking their toll on the 

men. He wasn’t about to do or say anything to draw anyone’s 
fire. 

“Well, let’s get going then.”  
The sound of glass splintering and soft pops, followed by 

low hissing, echoed through the empty store. Smoke started to 
billow into the office. Doc grabbed Nick and shoved him down 
the hole. 

Nick caught one of the rungs, fumbled with his feet until 
he found another one, and started to climb down.  



Captive Christmas                                                                                                    46 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

There was lots of yelling above. Doc clambered down 
behind him, and he pulled the trapdoor shut, amidst the 
screaming, swearing and yelling of his abandoned cohorts and 
the commands of the tactical police as they attacked the office. 

Nick paused at the bottom of the shaft. It was pitch 
black. Doc jumped down next to him, and Nick heard a metallic 
click, then a beam of light lanced through the darkness. Doc 
had mounted a torch on top of the barrel of his gun.  

Nick blinked as the light hit him in the eyes, blinding 
him. A hand shoved against his shoulder, and he twisted under 
the blow. 

“Get moving,” Doc growled. 
Nick stumbled along the dark tunnel, blinking furiously 

as his vision grew accustomed to the murky darkness. The 
stream of light from Doc’s torch illuminated the strips of the 
tunnel, but the guy moved it as though wanting Nick to trip. 

“You screwed everything up, you know,” Doc said 
conversationally. 

“Yeah, well, my day didn’t go exactly as planned either,” 
Nick muttered, and winced when Doc prodded him along in the 
back with the weapon. 

“Quite the smart arse, aren’t you?” 
“No, I think most people would have figured out a way to 

stop you.” 

“But they didn’t. I’m still doing what I planned to do. I’m 
still going to get the job done.” 

Nick halted. The tunnel had come to an end, a heavy 
metal door with a wheel lock preventing their access. 

“Open it. Bashful and Happy have already set up the 
explosives on the other side. I’m afraid you’re going to have to 
do the honours, but I think that’s only fair, seeing as it’s your 
fault I’m now in this mess.” 
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Nick ducked his head. Great. Now he was going to blow 
himself to kingdom come. He found himself thinking of Holly, 
and wondered what she’d say to get herself out of this situation 

He turned the wheel and pulled, gritting his teeth. If he 
had full use of both arms, it wouldn’t be such an effort, but he 
didn’t, and it was. 

The door swung slowly inward, and the men had to back 
up a little to allow room. 

Nick heard the sound of several weapons being cocked, 
and light blazed into the tunnel. He lifted his hand, trying to 
shield his eyes. 

At least a dozen police officers stood on the other side of 
the door, all armed and ready. Holly stood in the lead and she 
cocked her head to the side. 

“What’s up Doc?” 
 

~*~ 
 
Holly stood next to the ambulance as Nick grudgingly let a 
paramedic check him out. 

“I’m fine,” he told her. The paramedic gave her the 
thumbs up signal and started packing away his kit. Nick looked 
almost a little embarrassed by the attention.  

He was a hero. This was just going to be the start of it. 
She smiled. “We want to make sure you’re good to go, that’s all. 
Normal procedure.” He was amazing. He’d managed to release 
the hostages. 

“You know, I’d be out of a job if there was someone like 
you in every crisis,” she commented. 

Nick shook his head. “No. You have no idea how you 
calmed the situation down in there. Not only for the bad Santas, 
but for us hostages.” He looked at her, and she felt the heat of 
his blue gaze travel over her body. He didn’t bother to hide his 
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admiration, or his attraction. She wasn’t quite used to a man 
being so overt with his attention, but…well, she could get use to 
this man’s attention. 

She jerked her head toward the group of media gathered 
around Inspector Gould. “Do you think you’re ready for some 
attention, or would you rather we squirrel you out the back?” 

Nick grinned, and her body warmed at his sexy smile. 
“Oh, I’m always ready for some attention.” He held his hand out, 
the one in the cast, and she looked at it for a moment. His hand 
was big, strong, and showed loads of tiny scars. She put her 
hand in his, and laughed when he dragged her closer. She 
leaned down to hear what he had to say. 

“I’m not really interested in a press conference. I didn’t 
mean that kind of attention.” 

“Oh? What did you mean?” 
He lifted his good hand, and took hold of her ponytail. He 

gave it a gentle tug, pulling her head closer, until their lips 
almost touched. She sucked in a breath, her heart hammering 
at being held in this way, by this man. 

“You owe me a date,” he murmured to her quietly.  
Her smile broadened. “That I do.” 
He kissed her, and Holly opened her mouth beneath his. 

His kiss wasn’t tender, or gentle. It was determined. Thorough, 
full of promise, intent, and a wicked seduction that left her 

flushed and trembling when he finally lifted his lips. 
There were a number of cheers behind them, and Holly 

turned. A fair number of police, fire and ambulances officers 
clapped. Inspector Gould stood with his arms folded, a 
disapproving expression stamped across his features, and the 
media…. 

“Oh, good lord, the media,” she gasped. “That’s every 
major newspaper and T.V. network in that crowd.” 



Captive Christmas                                                                                                    49 

 

©Shannon Curtis  2012 

 

Nick chuckled. “Well, let’s give them something to talk 
about,” he murmured, and kissed her again. He seemed to take 
every cheer as encouragement to continue. 

The crowd was very encouraging. 
 
The End. 
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