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  CHAPTER 1

  
  










Joe Fontaine sat on the examination table, legs dangling like a schoolboy’s, staring at the diplomas on the wall while Dr. Breaux studied the lab results. The paper crinkled beneath him every time he shifted his weight. Sixty-eight years old and this was the first time a doctor had ever made him nervous.

“How much longer you gonna look at those papers?” Joe asked. “I got places to be.”

Dr. Breaux glanced up, unmoved by the gruffness. Thirty years of delivering bad news had made him immune to impatience. “I’m making sure I understand everything correctly before I explain it to you, Mr. Fontaine.”

“Just Joe. Mr. Fontaine was my daddy.”

“Alright, Joe.” The doctor set down the clipboard. “There’s no easy way to say this. It’s pancreatic cancer, stage four. It’s already spread to your liver.”

Joe nodded as if receiving a weather report. “How long?”

“Six months. Maybe less. We can try chemo, but—”

“Will it cure me?”

“No. It might buy you a little time.”

Joe chuckled without humor. “Time’s the one thing I’ve always been able to buy plenty of.” He hopped off the table, reached for his suit jacket hanging on the hook. It was a navy Brioni he’d mail-ordered from New Orleans. “Skip the chemo. I ain’t spending my last months puking my guts out.”

“You should consider pain management,” Dr. Breaux said. “Later stages can be very uncomfortable.”

“I’ll handle it.” Joe slipped on his jacket. “You’re gonna forget I was here today.”

Dr. Breaux sighed. “Joe, I’ve been your doctor for fifteen years. This isn’t some gunshot wound I can overlook.”

“Twenty thousand says you can.” Joe didn’t reach for his wallet. They both knew he was good for it.

“Your money can’t fix this one.” Dr. Breaux actually looked sad about it. “And your medical records—”

“Will show nothing about cancer.” Joe’s voice hardened. “Write it up as routine bloodwork, everything normal. I’ll have my man Camo swing by with an envelope. Your nurse too.”

“Joe—”

“My family hears this from me, not from gossip at the Piggly Wiggly. We clear?”

Dr. Breaux removed his glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re clear.”

Outside the medical center, Joe paused on the sidewalk. Monday morning in Ferraday, Louisiana, and the town was going about its business like nothing had changed. Mrs. Delacroix watering the flower baskets outside her dress shop. Ted Wilson washing the windows of his hardware store. A couple of truckers coming out of the diner, heading back to the interstate.

Six months to wrap up forty years of business. To decide which of his children would take the reins of an empire that stretched across three parishes.

Joe climbed into his Cadillac Escalade, the black paint job immaculate despite the Louisiana humidity that rusted out most vehicles in a few years. He sat there, engine off, watching the town.

His town.

He pulled out of the lot and drove slowly down Main Street, seeing it all through new eyes. The row of storefronts—every one paying him protection. The First Bank of Ferraday where Jewel’s art gallery laundered more cash than the bank itself processed. The sheriff’s office where Dale Webber sat in a chair Joe had paid for, enforcing laws when it suited the Fontaine family business.

Joe turned onto the highway that bisected Ferraday. Half a mile down stood the cloverleaf his daddy had made sure got built on Fontaine land back in ‘68. The truck stop, the Roadside Inn Motel, Nate’s strip club The Honeytrap with its pink neon sign unlit in the morning sun. All Fontaine businesses.

He pulled into the truck stop, nodding at Mickey behind the counter as he walked through to the office in back. Mickey knew better than to say anything beyond “Morning, Mr. Fontaine.”

Joe locked the door behind him, pulled out the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet, and removed a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23-year he’d been saving. No occasion special enough had ever come along.

Until now.

He found a relatively clean mug on the desk—“World’s Greatest Dad” printed on it, a gag gift from Jewel ten years back—and poured three fingers. The bourbon caught the morning light coming through the dirty window, amber as Gulf Coast honey.

His phone rang. Joe glanced at the screen. Nate. Probably calling about last night’s take at the Honeytrap.

Joe let it ring.

He sipped the bourbon, letting it sit on his tongue before swallowing. The phone stopped, then started again. This time Jewel. Something about the gallery’s new show, no doubt.

The bourbon burned going down, but it was a clean burn. Not like the pain that had been growing in his gut these past few months, the pain he’d ignored until he couldn’t anymore.

The phone rang a third time. Samuel. Probably in some kind of trouble that needed cleaning up before noon.

His children. One of them would have to take over. But which one? Nate with his swagger and cruelty, no vision beyond next week’s profits? Jewel with her brains and ambition, always pushing to go legitimate? Or Samuel, who’d burn down the whole operation for the pleasure of watching the flames?

Joe answered the phone on the fourth ring.

“What?” he barked.

“They found Billy Ray’s body,” Camo Jenkins said, his voice as flat as ever. Camo never wasted words or emotion. “State police are asking questions.”

Billy Ray Trudeau, one of their drug runners, had been skimming for months. Joe had given the order last week to make an example of him.

“Let ‘em ask,” Joe said. “Nothing ties back to us.”

“There’s something else. Suarez’s people were spotted at the Roadside yesterday.”

Miguel Suarez. The Mexican cartel had been pushing at the borders of Fontaine territory for years.

“Keep eyes on them. I’ll deal with it tomorrow.” Joe took another sip of bourbon.

“You alright, boss? You sound off.”

For a moment, Joe considered telling Camo. In thirty years, the man had never let him down, had cleaned up messes Joe’s children didn’t even know existed.

“Fine,” Joe said. “Just tired. Getting old.”

“Aren’t we all.” Camo paused. “Need anything else?”

Joe looked around the shabby office, at the empire he’d built from his daddy’s moonshine operation. Six months to set his affairs in order. Six months to choose an heir. Six months to make sure the Fontaine name would still mean something in Ferraday long after he was gone.

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Set up a family dinner. Tonight. My place.”

“All of them?”

“All of them,” Joe confirmed. “Eight o’clock. And Camo? Make sure they know it’s not optional.”

He hung up before Camo could ask any more questions. Through the grimy window, Joe watched a semi pull into the truck stop, its air brakes hissing like a warning. The driver climbed down, stretched his back, unaware he was on Fontaine land, paying Fontaine prices, probably carrying goods that had been taxed by the Fontaine family somewhere along their journey.

Joe drained the bourbon, set down the mug, and made a decision. He wasn’t going to waste away in some hospital bed. He’d use these six months to secure his legacy, to make sure everything he’d built would outlast him.

First, he needed to figure out which of his children deserved to inherit the kingdom. Or which one would take it, deserving or not.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  




The Fontaine family plot occupied the highest ground in Ferraday Cemetery, a small rise that had once been an Indian burial mound according to local legend. Joe drove through the wrought iron gates at sunset, gravel crunching beneath the Escalade’s tires. He parked beside the largest headstone—Italian marble, shipped in from Carrara sixty years ago—and sat for a moment, watching the last golden light fade across the bayou.

Four hours since the diagnosis. Four hours of putting his affairs in order, starting with the obituary he’d drafted himself. No one else was going to get the details right.

Joe Fontaine stepped out of the SUV, the Louisiana humidity hitting him like a wet towel. Even in October, Ferraday sweated.

“Hello, Daddy,” he said to the marble stone.

AUGUSTIN FONTAINE, the engraving read. 1911-1982. BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER. The kind of generic epitaph that said nothing about the man who’d built the foundation of everything Joe now controlled.

Joe lowered himself onto the stone bench beside the grave, took out a flask of bourbon, and poured a capful onto the ground.

“Got some news today,” he said to the headstone. “Seems I’ll be joining you sooner than I figured.”

A mockingbird called from a nearby cypress tree. Otherwise, the cemetery was silent.

“Pancreatic cancer.” Joe took a swig from the flask. “Six months if I’m lucky. Which means I got decisions to make.”

He looked across the cemetery at the mausoleums and headstones marking the final resting places of Ferraday’s elite. Half the names there owed their prosperity to the Fontaines, whether they knew it or not.

“You had it easy,” Joe continued. “Just the one son. Me, I got three kids, and not one of ‘em is ready.”

The Fontaine empire had begun with Augustin, the son of a sugarcane farmer who’d seen the real money was in moonshine during Prohibition. While other bootleggers got caught up in turf wars, Augustin focused on distribution—bribing sheriffs across three parishes to let his trucks pass unmolested, paying off revenuers to look the other way. By the time Roosevelt repealed the Volstead Act, Augustin Fontaine controlled every drop of liquor that passed through northeast Louisiana.

Joe remembered riding with his father in a ‘49 Packard, watching him collect payments from speakeasies turned legitimate bars. Remembered the day his father had handed him a revolver on his sixteenth birthday—a Smith & Wesson .38 that Joe still kept in his desk drawer.

“You were smarter than me, Daddy,” Joe said. “Never taught me how to handle what comes after.”

In the 1950s, while America obsessed over communism, Augustin had diversified into gambling and prostitution, using his liquor routes to expand his influence. Joe had watched and learned, taking over collections at nineteen after two years at LSU—enough education, his father had said, for a man who already knew his business.

When Augustin learned the interstate was coming through in ‘68, he’d called in every favor, bribed every official, and threatened the rest to ensure the cloverleaf would be built on Fontaine land. The truck stop followed, then the motel, then the restaurants. Legitimate businesses layered over the illegal operations like the rich soil of the Mississippi Delta—one layer atop another, building something fertile.

“Should’ve seen Nate at the Honeytrap last night,” Joe told the headstone. “Boy’s got your mean streak. Broke a dancer’s finger for holding back twenty dollars.” He shook his head. “No finesse. Not like you.”

The sunset had faded to purple now, the cemetery gone dark except for the security lights at the gate.

“Jewel’s the brains,” Joe continued. “Smart as they come. But she’s got ideas about going legitimate. Says that’s where the real money is these days.” He chuckled. “Like we didn’t build all this by being the exact opposite.”

A moth fluttered against the Escalade’s headlights. Joe watched it batter itself against the glass, wondering if it would die before learning its lesson.

“Then there’s Samuel.” Joe’s voice dropped. “Boy ain’t right, Daddy. Never has been. Got something missing inside.” He took another swig of bourbon. “Reminds me of cousin Thad sometimes. Remember how he used to pull the wings off flies? How he ended up?”

Cousin Thad had been found floating in the bayou in ‘73, throat cut, after he’d killed a ten-year-old girl. The official report called it an alligator attack. Joe had been twenty-two then, already handling the family’s enforcement problems.

Joe had taken over completely when Augustin suffered his first stroke in ‘78. By then, the Fontaine operations had expanded into marijuana, moving product up from Mexico through a network of truckers and distributors. Joe modernized everything—computerized bookkeeping, corporate structures to launder money, political connections that reached all the way to Baton Rouge.

When Augustin died in ‘82, Joe had been ready. The transition was seamless, the empire secure.

“I ain’t ready now,” Joe admitted to the marble stone. “Thought I had another ten years at least.”

The cocaine boom of the ‘80s had tripled the Fontaine fortune. Joe had been smart enough to avoid the product himself, watching Miami kingpins fall to addiction and federal prosecutors. He’d kept the operation disciplined, the distribution networks clean, the violence minimal. When crack hit in the late ‘80s, he’d steered clear, focusing instead on high-grade powder for lawyers, doctors, and politicians who could afford discretion.

By the ‘90s, Joe had legitimate businesses in three parishes—real estate, trucking, construction—all built on the foundation his father had laid with bootleg whiskey. The new century brought new opportunities: prescription pills, designer drugs, online gambling. Joe had adapted to each, staying one step ahead of the law, two steps ahead of competitors.

And now it was ending. Six months to secure forty years of work. Six months to choose between three flawed heirs.

Joe stood up, his knees cracking. At the edge of the Fontaine plot stood a freshly dug grave—his wife Marie, dead three years from breast cancer. Joe had loved her as much as he was capable of loving anyone, though she’d pretended not to know where the money came from. The kids had been harder on her than on him. Especially Jewel, who’d inherited Marie’s beauty but Joe’s cold-blooded practicality.

“Guess I’ll see you and Marie both soon enough,” Joe said to the headstone. “Just need to make sure everything we built doesn’t fall apart the minute I’m gone.”

Joe walked back to the Escalade, pausing one last time to look at his father’s grave. The mockingbird had gone silent, but a chorus of cicadas had taken its place, their rasping calls filling the humid night air.

The family dinner was in two hours. Joe would tell his children everything—the diagnosis, the succession plan, the tests he’d devise to determine who would inherit. He’d watch their reactions, gauge their ambitions. The game was beginning, and Joe intended to control it from beyond the grave if necessary.

He climbed into the Escalade and started the engine. As he pulled away from the cemetery, his phone buzzed. A text from Camo.

Sheriff wants to talk. State police asking questions about Billy Ray.

Joe typed back: After dinner. Family first.

He set the phone down and drove toward home, his headlights cutting through the gathering darkness. Behind him, the cemetery disappeared into the night, the Fontaine plot waiting for its next occupant.
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Nate Fontaine checked his reflection in the mirrored wall behind the Honeytrap’s main stage. At forty-two, he still had all his hair, unlike most men in his family. Kept himself fit too, thirty minutes on the treadmill every morning before his first scotch. The Zegna suit—charcoal gray with the faintest blue pinstripe—had set him back four grand, but you couldn’t put a price on the respect good tailoring commanded.

“You’re in my light,” said Cherry, the dancer adjusting her rhinestone bra on the stage.

“I own the lights, honey,” Nate replied without looking at her. He smoothed his tie—crimson silk from some boutique in New Orleans—and finally turned away from his reflection.

The Honeytrap was empty this early, just the day shift dancers preparing for the lunch crowd and two bartenders restocking. The place smelled of industrial cleaner and stale perfume, with undertones of spilled beer that never quite went away. Nate breathed it in like expensive cologne. This was the smell of money.

“Jimmy,” Nate called to the younger bartender. “Those Grey Goose orders come in?”

“Yesterday,” Jimmy answered, not meeting Nate’s eyes. Smart boy. “I logged it all in the system like you said.”

“And the special inventory?” Nate asked, his voice dropping half an octave.

Jimmy glanced around before answering. “That too. In the back safe.”

“Good man.” Nate slapped the bar twice and headed toward his office.

The “special inventory” was premium cocaine for select customers—lawyers from New Orleans, oil executives from Texas, politicians from Baton Rouge looking to party away from prying eyes. Nate had built the Honeytrap into more than just a strip club. It was a one-stop shop for every vice a man with money might desire.

His office door had a keypad lock that changed codes weekly. Nate punched in today’s number—Marie’s birthday, his mother’s quiet tribute—and stepped inside.

Unlike the gaudy club outside, Nate’s office was all business: black leather furniture, glass desk, three computer monitors tracking the club’s various income streams. The only decoration was a signed LSU football helmet in a display case and a painting of hunting dogs that concealed a wall safe.

Tiffany sat at the small desk in the corner, her reading glasses perched on her nose as she reviewed figures on a spreadsheet. At thirty-eight, she was too old to dance but too valuable to let go—the only person besides Nate who knew exactly how much cash flowed through the Honeytrap’s various enterprises.

“We had a problem last night,” she said without preamble.

Nate loosened his tie. “What kind of problem?”

“Destiny.” Tiffany took off her glasses. “Says a customer got rough with her. Broke two fingers.”

“She working tonight?”

“That’s the problem. Says she can’t dance with a splint. Wants workers’ comp.”

Nate laughed. “Workers’ comp. For an independent contractor who doesn’t exist on any payroll.” He shook his head. “Where is she?”

“Break room.”

Nate found Destiny—real name Angela Thibodeaux—sitting on the worn couch in the dancers’ break room, her left hand wrapped in a drugstore splint. Twenty-four years old with the preserved, artificial look of someone who’d been in the business too long already. Eyes that had seen too much, done too much.

“Hey, boss,” she said when he entered. No one else was around. The other dancers knew when to make themselves scarce.

“Tiff tells me you had some trouble.”

Destiny’s eyes hardened. “Guy grabbed my hand when I told him no private dances. Bent my fingers back until they snapped.”

“Who was he?”

“I don’t know. First-timer. Suit, nice watch. Louisiana state pin on his lapel.”

Nate tensed. “Legislature?”

“Or staff. Talked like he was connected.”

“And you’re sure you didn’t provoke him? Offer something then change your mind when you saw a bigger spender?”

Destiny’s face flushed. “Been here three years, Nate. You know I don’t play those games.”

She was right. Destiny was reliable, professional. One of the few dancers who understood this was a business, not a party.

Nate sat beside her on the couch. “Let me see.”

She held out her hand. The index and middle fingers were swollen, darkening with bruises.

“Doctor?”

“Urgent care over in Baton Rouge. Used my real insurance from my teaching job.”

Smart girl. Destiny taught dance classes three afternoons a week at a community center, her cover story for the cash she made at the Honeytrap.

Nate reached into his jacket and pulled out a money clip. He counted out five hundred-dollar bills. “This’ll cover your lost shifts this week.”

Destiny looked at the money but didn’t take it. “I need more than that, Nate. Medical bills, lost tips. And what about next week? These need time to heal.”

Nate’s expression hardened. “You think I owe you something?”

“I think I got hurt on your property by one of your customers.”

“Independent contractor, Destiny. You signed the papers.”

“Those papers don’t mean shit and you know it. One call to the labor board—”

Nate’s hand shot out, grabbing her injured fingers and squeezing. Destiny gasped.

“One call to the labor board,” Nate continued conversationally, maintaining pressure, “and suddenly there’s questions about your teaching job. About all that unreported income. About the pills you sell to the other girls.”

“I don’t—” Destiny began, her face white with pain.

“Don’t lie to me.” Nate squeezed harder, feeling the damaged bones grind together. “Jimmy tells me everything. Two hundred Adderall a month, minimum. Where’s that prescription coming from, hmm? Your cousin at the pharmacy? The one on probation already?”

Tears streamed down Destiny’s face. “Please, Nate.”

He released her hand. “Take the five hundred. Take the week off. When you come back, we’ll pretend this conversation never happened.”

Destiny cradled her hand against her chest, nodding.

“And Destiny?” Nate stood up, straightening his suit. “Find out that state guy’s name. Quietly.”

He left the break room, the five hundred dollars on the couch beside her. In the hallway, he passed Lacey, one of the newer dancers, deliberately avoiding her eyes. She’d been making herself available lately, but Nate had strict rules about mixing business with pleasure. At least at the club.

Back in his office, Tiffany was finishing up the daily reports.

“Problem solved?” she asked.

“Problems are opportunities in work clothes,” Nate replied, his father’s favorite saying.

Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Your daddy’s on the phone. Line two.”

Nate picked up. “Dad? I was just about to call you. Last night’s take was our best Thursday this month. Twenty-six grand, plus another eight from the back room.”

“Family dinner tonight. Eight o’clock,” Joe Fontaine said without preamble.

“Tonight? I got a meeting with the beer distributor—”

“Cancel it.”

Nate frowned. “Everything okay?”

“Eight o’clock. Don’t be late.” The line went dead.

Nate stared at the phone. His father had never been one for small talk, but this was abrupt even for him.

“Everything okay?” Tiffany asked.

“Family business,” Nate replied, which was all he ever said about his father’s calls.

He sat at his desk and pulled up the club’s accounts on his monitor. The legitimate numbers looked good—liquor sales up 12% over last quarter, cover charges steady despite the new club that had opened in Baton Rouge. The other numbers—tracked in a separate system on an air-gapped laptop—were even better. The Honeytrap laundered more cash than any other Fontaine business, a fact Nate reminded his father of whenever succession came up.

His phone buzzed. A text from his younger brother: Dad called you about dinner?

Nate typed back: Just now. You know what it’s about?

Samuel’s reply came quickly: No clue. Jewel’s coming too.

Nate set the phone down. All three siblings summoned on short notice. That wasn’t good. Last time it happened, their mother had died. Joe Fontaine wasn’t one for family gatherings without purpose.

He swiveled in his chair to face the window overlooking the club floor. Cherry was practicing her routine on the main stage, her movements mechanical, rehearsed. In the corner, Destiny was leaving, her injured hand held protectively against her chest.

Nate Fontaine straightened his tie, checked his Rolex. Six hours until dinner. Six hours to prepare for whatever his father was planning. Because Joe Fontaine never did anything without a plan, and Nate had learned long ago that in the Fontaine family, the unprepared were the first to fall.
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The Southern Light Gallery occupied the ground floor of a restored Victorian on Main Street, its tall windows filtering the morning sun through gauzy white curtains. Inside, Jewel Fontaine stood before an abstract canvas, head tilted slightly, arms crossed over her charcoal gray dress. At thirty-eight, she had her mother’s high cheekbones and her father’s calculating eyes. Her dark hair was cut in a sleek bob that emphasized her jawline, and she wore a single piece of jewelry—a vintage Cartier watch that had been her grandmother’s.

“The brushwork lacks confidence,” she said to the nervous young artist beside her. “But there’s something honest in the composition. I’ll take three for the show.”

Devin Parker, twenty-six and fresh out of LSU’s fine arts program, practically vibrated with relief. “Thank you, Ms. Fontaine. I can’t tell you what this means—”

“Save the gratitude for the opening,” Jewel said, not unkindly. “We’ll need all three by the fifteenth. And Devin? Price them at eight thousand each.”

The young man’s eyes widened. “That’s more than I—”

“People don’t respect what they don’t pay for,” Jewel said, a lesson learned from her father, though applied to a different business. “Trust me.”

After Devin left, portfolio clutched to his chest like a shield, Jewel moved through the gallery’s main space toward her office in the back. Tara, her assistant, intercepted her with a stack of mail and a coffee.

“The Bertolini piece arrived from New Orleans,” Tara said, following Jewel into the office. “And Mr. LaPointe called again about the Wyeth.”

Jewel sipped the coffee—black, no sugar—and sorted through the mail. “Tell LaPointe the Wyeth is spoken for. But we might have something similar coming in next month.”

“There is no something similar coming in next month,” Tara said, her voice lowered though they were alone in the office.

“There will be,” Jewel replied, setting aside an envelope with a New York postmark. “Call our friend at the Christie’s warehouse.”

Tara nodded, understanding immediately. “And the Richardson account? The deposits—”

“Will be handled the usual way.” Jewel glanced at her watch. “Is Carlton here yet?”

“In the stockroom. Says he has something you need to see.”

Jewel set down her coffee and headed to the gallery’s stockroom, a climate-controlled space that occupied most of the building’s basement. Carlton Mercer, a gaunt man in his sixties wearing white cotton gloves, was unpacking a crate with meticulous care.

“What do you have for me, Carlton?” Jewel asked.

He lifted a small oil painting from the crate’s protective wrapping. “Eighteenth-century French pastoral. Lovely piece.” He turned it over, pointing to a gallery label on the back. “But this provenance is suspect. The Galerie Laurent stamp is wrong—the font isn’t right for the period.”

Jewel took the painting, examining the label closely. “Good catch. Where did this come from?”

“The Richardson shipment.” Carlton’s eyes met hers. “That’s three pieces with questionable documentation in the past month. All from Richardson.”

Jewel returned the painting. “I’ll make some calls. In the meantime, keep it in secondary storage.”

“Secondary storage” was their code for items that needed to disappear for a while—either because they were stolen, forged, or otherwise problematic. The gallery’s reputation depended on most of its business being legitimate, a balance Jewel maintained with surgical precision.

Back in her office, Jewel closed the door and unlocked the bottom drawer of her antique desk. She removed a leather-bound ledger—she trusted paper over digital records for certain transactions—and began making notations about the Richardson shipment. This would need to be addressed before it became a pattern. Richardson was new, recommended by an associate in Miami, but three bad pieces in one month suggested carelessness or worse.

Her cell phone rang—the personal line, not the gallery phone.

“This is Jewel,” she answered.

“County Commissioner Wilson will be at your gallery in twenty minutes,” said Camo Jenkins, her father’s enforcer and the family’s early warning system. “He’s asking questions about the riverfront development.”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” Jewel said. “Everything else quiet?”

“Your father’s called a family dinner tonight. Eight o’clock.”

Jewel’s pen paused over the ledger. “All of us?”

“All of you,” Camo confirmed, then hung up without elaboration. He’d never been one for small talk.

Jewel replaced the ledger in the drawer, locked it, and buzzed the front desk. “Tara, when Commissioner Wilson arrives, bring him directly to my office. And hold all calls.”

Twenty minutes to prepare. Jewel opened a different drawer and removed a manila folder labeled “Riverfront Project.” Inside were architectural renderings, environmental impact statements, and most importantly, a breakdown of potential profits from the development. Legitimate profits that could be reinvested in legitimate businesses—the path forward that her father refused to see.

Commissioner Wilson arrived five minutes early, a stocky man with a politician’s handshake and the perpetually flushed face of someone with hypertension.

“Ms. Fontaine,” he said as Tara showed him in. “Always a pleasure to visit the finest gallery in three parishes.”

“Commissioner Wilson,” Jewel gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Coffee? Or something stronger?”

“Coffee’s fine,” he said, settling his considerable bulk into the chair. “Though it’s tempting to start early today. These permit issues are giving me a headache.”

Tara brought coffee—cream and three sugars for the commissioner—and quietly closed the office door as she left.

“Tell me about these permit issues,” Jewel said, though she already knew. The riverfront development project needed environmental clearances that were being held up by a state inspector who hadn’t received the customary considerations.

Wilson sipped his coffee. “State Environmental Protection is concerned about runoff into the river. They’re suggesting a redesign of the drainage system.”

“That would delay the project by months,” Jewel said. “And cost another two million, minimum.”

“Exactly my concern.” Wilson set down his cup. “The county wants this development, Ms. Fontaine. The tax revenue alone would fund our school improvements for the next decade.”

“Not to mention the jobs,” Jewel added. “Both construction and permanent positions.”

“Indeed.” Wilson cleared his throat. “I’ve spoken with several members of the state board, but Inspector Reeves is being… difficult.”

“Difficult how?”

“Man seems to think he’s incorruptible,” Wilson said, his voice dropping. “Won’t even take a meeting with the developers.”

Jewel leaned back in her chair, considering. “Perhaps Inspector Reeves needs a different kind of persuasion. I understand he has a daughter at Tulane. Pre-med, very expensive.”

Wilson’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve done your homework.”

“I believe in being prepared,” Jewel said. “What if a private scholarship fund were to take an interest in promising medical students? No direct connection to the development, of course.”

“That might be the kind of persuasion the inspector would respond to,” Wilson agreed, relief evident in his voice. “His wife’s been working double shifts to cover the tuition.”

“I’ll make some calls,” Jewel said. “Now, about those county permits…”

“Already in process,” Wilson assured her. “Should be approved by the end of the week.”

Their conversation shifted to safer topics—the gallery’s upcoming exhibition, the commissioner’s wife’s interest in collecting folk art—before Wilson departed, considerably more relaxed than when he’d arrived.

Alone again, Jewel returned to her ledger, making new notations. The scholarship would cost forty thousand, but would ultimately save millions in redesign costs and delays. Her father would have solved the problem differently—threats, maybe blackmail if he could find any—but Jewel’s approach was more sustainable. Build relationships, create mutual benefit, avoid unnecessary enemies.

That was the future of the Fontaine empire, if only Joe Fontaine could see it. Tonight might be her opportunity to make that case again. Family dinners were rare these days, usually reserved for major announcements or crises.

Jewel closed the ledger and returned it to the drawer. Through the office window, she could see Main Street, the businesses that paid her father protection, the bank that turned a blind eye to suspicious transactions, the courthouse where judges ruled in the Fontaine family’s favor more often than not.

All of it built on intimidation and corruption. All of it vulnerable to a determined prosecutor or federal investigation. All of it one raid away from collapse.

There was a better way. A cleaner way. And tonight, perhaps, a chance to convince her father that she was the one to lead the family into that future.








  
  
  CHAPTER 5

  
  





The knife felt good in Samuel Fontaine’s hand, like it belonged there. He ran his thumb along the edge, testing it.

“You gonna use that thing or just admire it all night?” The biker at the pool table smirked, a gap-toothed smile that showed he’d been on the losing end of arguments before.

Sam stared back, thirty-one years old with his daddy’s eyes and something else nobody in the family talked about. Slender where his brother Nate was broad, quiet where Nate was loud. People who didn’t know him sometimes mistook the quiet for weakness.

They rarely made that mistake twice.

“You scratched on purpose,” Sam said, his voice soft. “Thought it was slick.”

The Rusty Nail wasn’t a Fontaine establishment. That was why Sam liked it—nobody kissing his ass or watching their words. Just a cinder-block dive on the county line where nobody asked questions about the Mossberg shotgun behind the bar or the pills exchanged in the bathroom.

“Aw, the little rich boy’s upset,” the biker said, leaning on his cue stick. A Confederate flag patch curled on his leather vest. His buddy, bigger and balder, laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d heard all year. “Why don’t you go cry to your daddy?”

Sam smiled then. Not a happy expression. Like a crack in a frozen lake.

“My daddy?” Sam twirled the knife, light catching the blade. “My daddy would tell me to walk away. That some fights ain’t worth the trouble.”

The biker relaxed slightly. Wrong move.

“But see, I never was good at listening to my daddy.”

Sam moved faster than anyone expected. The knife flashed once, twice. The biker’s pool cue clattered to the floor in two pieces. The blade stopped a half-inch from the man’s throat.

“Jesus Christ,” the biker whispered.

“Nope,” Sam said. “Just me.”

The biker’s buddy, two hundred and fifty pounds of bad decisions, reached into his vest. Sam’s eyes flicked toward him.

“I wouldn’t,” a new voice said from the door.

Camo Jenkins stood in the entrance, sixty years old and dangerous as a cotton-mouth. He wore a faded army jacket despite the heat, his gray hair buzzed military-short. He didn’t look armed, but everyone in the bar knew better.

“Mr. Jenkins,” the bartender said, hand drifting away from the Mossberg. “Didn’t know you was coming by tonight.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” Camo said. “Sam, your daddy’s looking for you.”

Sam didn’t move, knife still at the biker’s throat.

“He scratched on purpose,” Sam said, like that explained everything.

“I’m sure he’s real sorry about that,” Camo said, not a hint of emotion in his voice. “Aren’t you, friend?”

The biker nodded carefully, mindful of the blade.

“There you go,” Camo said. “All forgiven. Now, Sam, I got better things to do than babysit tonight.”

Sam held the position three seconds longer—just to show it was his choice—then stepped back, folding the knife closed. He tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the pool table.

“For your trouble,” he told the terrified biker. Then, to the bartender: “And their tab.”

Outside, the Louisiana night pressed down like a damp towel. Katydids buzzed in the trees. Sam leaned against Camo’s pickup, a 1994 Ford that looked ordinary unless you knew about the reinforced frame and the compartments behind the seats.

“This the part where you lecture me about impulse control?” Sam asked.

Camo lit a cigarette, the match flaring orange in the darkness. “Not my job to lecture. Just to clean up the mess.”

“Ain’t no mess. Didn’t even cut him. Much.”

“Your daddy called a family dinner. Eight o’clock sharp.”

Sam checked his watch—a Rolex that would’ve cost six months’ salary for most people in Ferraday. “Why? What’s going on?”

“Not my place to say.”

“Nate and Jewel gonna be there?”

Camo nodded, exhaling smoke.

“Shit.” Sam kicked at the gravel. “Last time we all had dinner, Mama died.”

“You need a ride?” Camo asked, ignoring the observation.

“Got my car.”

Camo looked past him to where a matte-black Dodge Charger sat in the corner of the lot. “You good to drive?”

Sam laughed. “Two beers, Camo. I ain’t an idiot.”

“Never said you were.” Camo dropped his cigarette, crushing it under his boot. “Eight o’clock. Don’t be late.”

Camo’s truck rumbled off, leaving Sam








































