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The Devil Incarnate

For Cain Casey nothing is more important than family,
and having hers close—Emma, Hayden, Hannah, and the new baby—is as
near as she’ll get to true happiness. But enemies who lurk in the
shadows threaten more than just her business, forcing her to
question whether the biggest threat comes from having it all.

As Cain continues to search for lingering adversaries
like agent-turned-drug dealer Anthony Curtis, the FBI is hot on her
tail and will stop at nothing to lock her away. Add the Russian mob
into the mix and it might be too much to handle. It will take a
transformation into the devil incarnate for Cain to keep those she
loves safe and to hold on to her rightful place as the head of the
family.


Praise for the Cain Casey Saga

The Devil’s Due

“A Night Owl Reviews Top Pick: Cain Casey is the kind
of person you aspire to be even though some consider her a
criminal. She’s loyal, very protective of those she loves,
honorable, big on preserving her family legacy and loves her family
greatly. The Devil’s Due is a book I highly recommend and
well worth the wait we all suffered through. I cannot wait for the
next book in the series to come out.”—Night Owl Reviews

The Devil Be Damned

“Ali Vali excels at creating strong, romantic
characters along with her fast-paced, sophisticated plots. Her
setting, New Orleans, provides just the right blend of immigrants
from Mexico, South America, and Cuba, along with a city steeped in
traditions.”—Just About Write

Deal with the Devil

“Ali Vali has given her fans another thick, rich
thriller…Deal With the Devil has wonderful love stories,
great sex, and an ample supply of humor. It is an exciting,
page-turning read that leaves her readers eagerly awaiting the next
book in the series.”—Just About Write

The Devil Unleashed

“Fast-paced action scenes, intriguing character
revelations, and a refreshing approach to the romance thriller
genre all make for an enjoyable reading experience in the Big
Easy…The Devil Unleashed is an engrossing reading
experience.”—Midwest Book Review

The Devil Inside

“The Devil Inside is the first of what
promises to be a very exciting series…While telling an exciting
story that grips the reader, Vali has also fully fleshed out her
heroes and villains. The Devil Inside is that rarity: a
fascinating crime novel which includes a tender love story and
leaves the reader with a cliffhanger ending.”—MegaScene


Praise for Ali Vali

One More Chance

“This was an amazing book by Vali…complex and
multi-layered (both characters and plot).”—Danielle Kimerer,
Librarian (Nevins Memorial Library, Massachusetts)

Face the Music

“This is a typical Ali Vali romance with strong
characters, a beautiful setting (Nashville, Tennessee), and an
enemies-to-lovers style tale. The two main characters are
beautiful, strong-willed, and easy to fall in love with. The
romance between them is steamy, and so are the sex
scenes.”—Rainbow Reflections

The Inheritance

“I love a good story that makes me laugh and cry, and
this one did that a lot for me. I would step back into this world
any time.”—Kat Adams, Bookseller (QBD Books, Australia)

Double-Crossed

“[T]here aren’t too many lesfic books like
Double-Crossed and it is refreshing to see an author like
Vali continue to churn out books like these. Excellent crime
thriller.”—Colleen Corgel, Librarian, Queens Borough Public
Library

“For all of us die-hard Ali Vali/Cain Casey fans,
this is the beginning of a great new series…There is violence in
this book, and lots of killing, but there is also romance, love,
and the beginning of a great new reading adventure. I can’t wait to
read more of this intriguing story.”—Rainbow Reflections

Answering the Call

Answering the Call “is a brilliant
cop-and-killer story…The crime story is tight and the love story is
fantastic.”—Best Lesbian Erotica

Lammy Finalist Calling the Dead

“So many writers set stories in New Orleans, but Ali
Vali’s mystery novels have the authenticity that only a real Big
Easy resident could bring. Set six months after Hurricane Katrina
has devastated the city, a lesbian detective is still battling
demons when a body turns up behind one of the city’s famous
eateries. What follows makes for a classic lesbian murder
yarn.”—Curve Magazine

Beauty and the Boss

“The story gripped me from the first page…Vali’s
writing style is lovely—it’s clean, sharp, no wasted words, and it
flows beautifully as a result. Highly recommended!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews

Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici

“A stunning addition to the vampire legend,
Balance of Forces: Toujour Ici is one that stands apart from
the rest.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog

Blue Skies

“Vali is skilled at building sexual tension, and the
sex in this novel flies as high as Berkley’s jets. Look for this
fast-paced read.”—Just About Write

Beneath the Waves

“The premise…was brilliantly constructed…skillfully
written and the imagination that went into it was fantastic…A
wonderful passionate love story with a great mystery.”—Inked
Rainbow Reads

Second Season

“The issues are realistic and center around the
universal factors of love, jealousy, betrayal, and doing the right
thing and are constantly woven into the fabric of the story. We
rated this well written social commentary through the use of
fiction our max five hearts.”—Heartland Reviews

Carly’s Sound

“Carly’s Sound is a great romance, with some
wonderfully hot sex, but it is more than that. It is also the tale
of a woman rising from the ashes of grief and finding new love and
a new life. Vali has surrounded Julia and Poppy with a cast of
great supporting characters, making this an extremely satisfying
read.”—Just About Write
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Chapter One

“Ah, ah…Jesus…ohhh…don’t stop,” Emma Casey
said, exhaling into Derby Cain Casey’s ear. “I’m coming…Harder,
baby…I’m coming.” Her body arched, and then she went still. “Good
Lord, mobster,” Emma said, opening her eyes lazily when Cain pulled
her fingers out. “You do give new meaning to good morning.
That was fantastic.”

Cain moved to lie on her back and opened her arms to
her wife. She loved these early mornings after Emma fed Billy and
he went back down for a few more hours. It’d been four months since
the birth of their third child, and they were enjoying the routines
that revolved around the baby. Watching Emma with him made her
thankful for all they had.

“Those are the chances you take by exposing your
breasts in here,” Cain said, running her hand down Emma’s back to
her butt.

“I’ll have to remember that.” Emma moved to lie on
top of her, smiling when Cain put both hands on Emma’s ass. “You
make me feel so good.”

“That’s my job, and only my job.” She gave Emma a
mock glare. “Remember, I’m the jealous type.”

“The truth is, you’ve ruined me for anyone else, so
no worries.” Emma lowered her head and kissed the side of her
mouth. “And I’m beginning to think my hormones will never get back
to normal.” Emma rolled them over again, seeming to like the
position this morning.

“Are you okay?” She pressed her thigh harder between
Emma’s legs when she started rocking against her again.

“I’m fine, but I’m afraid of wearing you out if the
craving for sex doesn’t start to slow.” Emma lifted her hips when
Cain put her hand between them. “It wasn’t like this the last
time.”

“Lass, IRS audits are something to complain about,”
she said, pressing her fingers against Emma’s clit. “You craving
sex isn’t something I’ll ever think of as a bad thing.” She
kissed her way down Emma’s body until she reached the top of her
sex. “That you’re wet and ready for me is a gift, never a
hardship.”

“I love the way you talk to me, but right now I need
you to shut up and put your mouth on me.” Emma lifted her hips and
spread herself open. “Fuck,” she said when Cain flattened her
tongue and swiped up hard and fast. Emma grabbed Cain’s hair and
held her in place. “Put your fingers in…I need you to put them
in.”

The way Emma moved and demanded she go harder proved
that the first orgasm of the day hadn’t done much to calm the need
in her. Cain smiled when Emma slammed her legs together,
effectively trapping her head between her thighs. She didn’t let up
and stilled her fingers when Emma let out a long moan and then
pulled on her hair to get her to stop.

“I love you so much,” Emma said when she came up and
held her. The declaration sounded weepy, but Cain was getting used
to that as well. It was true that Emma’s hormones weren’t back to
normal, but the doctor had said she was a long way from postpartum
depression and to give it time.

“You okay?” she asked a few minutes later when Emma
wiped her face with the sheet.

“This time it’s more from you overwhelming me than
from anything bad. You’re that good, so live with it.”

“That’s true, but if you need to talk to me, I’m
here every night.” She was used to the kidding as well, but she
still worried that there might be something lurking under the
surface that brought on the tears. Emma was here, and she’d never
been happier, but she’d never take her job as Emma’s partner
lightly. Her life would be empty without this woman.

“That I know and give thanks for all the time.” Emma
lifted her head and kissed her. “You and the kids are the best
things in my life.”

“We love you, so don’t ask me not to worry a little
bit,” she said, wiping away the rest of Emma’s tears.

“I know that about you too, and do you know what the
best thing is to knock the worry right out of your head?” Emma
moved to put her knees between Cain’s legs.

“What’s that?” She almost forgot how to form words
when Emma dragged her hard nipples over her chest and down her
abdomen.

“My mouth on your clit.”

“Shit,” she said as Emma sucked her in. The feel of
Emma’s tongue on her clit made her close her eyes and lift her
hips. Emma was relentless, and she kept her hand behind Emma’s head
until Emma was done driving her insane. When she could finally
speak again, she said with a smile, “You would make a fortune as a
psychologist. Your bedside manner is impeccable.”

“You’re right, but I’m dedicated to the one patient
I love,” Emma said and laughed. “Now that you’ve performed your
marital duties, what’s on tap for today?”

“I’ve got Muriel coming over. She called last night
and has some news. Then I have to talk to Fin.” She spoke softly as
the room started to fill with light. In an hour, everyone in the
house would be up and getting ready for the day. Their lives were
fast paced, and these quiet times with Emma were what fortified the
armor she needed to navigate her days.

“Still nothing when it comes to Fin’s situation?”
Emma sat up and held out her hand. “Want to share a shower with me?
You reek of sex,” she said, winking.

“With any luck, I’ll be in the same situation
tonight.” She got up and scooped Emma into her arms, getting a
squeal out of her.

“That’s a given.” Emma kissed her all the way to the
bathroom and stood behind her when she put her down to adjust the
water temperature. “Are you free for lunch?”

“I am, and I already made a reservation, if you
don’t mind Remi and Dallas joining us. Remi said Dallas had some
questions about their reception, and your valuable input is
needed.”

“I keep telling her the woman standing next to her
is the most important part,” Emma said, putting her arms around
Cain’s waist. “But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t obsess over
every little thing too, until I got that ring on your finger.”

“You know damn well that I was yours, ring or no,
from the day you spilled beer on me.” She jumped a little when Emma
pinched her nipple.

“Don’t go rewriting history, mobster. I had to chase
you down plenty before I convinced you that you couldn’t live
without me. Remi is cut from that same cloth, and I give you both
credit for being spectacular at the partner job once you commit.”
Emma ran her soapy hand over her chest and kissed the spot over
Cain’s heart.

“Thank you, my love, and there’s no doubt I’m all
yours. As for Remi, she’s in the same boat I am. When you talk to
Dallas today, go ahead and tell her our idea for the reception.
It’s a way of controlling the guest list as well as keeping the
watchers out.”

“We can cover it at lunch, and then I’m getting the
rest of what we’ll need for the end of this week.”

Mardi Gras was in full swing, and the city was full
of tourists as well as locals enjoying the free show. They were a
block from the St. Charles Avenue parade route, which had
necessitated doubling the guards on the wall around the property.
Big crowds heading to the parades meant a large number of strangers
walking around the house, and the guys on the wall discouraged
loitering. She wasn’t letting her guard down again when it came to
her family.

“Anything you need me to do?”

They were flying up to the house they’d built on
Emma’s father’s property, and they were taking a crowd with them.
The remote area known for dairy farming was a godsend, allowing
them to get away from the ever-present FBI agents who followed her
around daily. They’d added five guest cottages on Ross Verde’s
property, leaving the house by the lake for just them and the
kids.

Hayden and Hannah were finally enjoying cousins to
play with, thanks to Fin’s return, and Abigail’s three children. As
the family grew, so would the accommodations to house them all.
That’s what all the hard work was about. Having her family around
her was why Cain dedicated herself to making their lives
bulletproof. The money was secondary to the sanctity of family.

“Just tell me we’re ready to go.” She soaped Emma’s
back and spent more time than necessary on her backside.

“We are, but have you broken it to Hannah yet? She’s
not going to like leaving Lucy behind.” Their daughter Hannah had
grown attached to her school pal Lucy, who had divorcing parents
and constant drama in her young life. The little girl seemed to
spend more time with them than at home, and that meant more
interaction with Lucy’s mother, Taylor Kennison.

“I wanted to talk to you about that,” Emma said,
stepping out as she shut the water off. “Don’t give me that face,
honey.”

“I’m not giving you a face, but please tell me you
didn’t invite the fictitious Drew and Taylor.” She accepted a towel
and thought about those two again. No matter how much Muriel, her
law associates, Finley, or Merrick dug, they didn’t exist in any
database. She had enough to worry about without adding any more
unknown elements to her plate.

“As if, but I did want to talk to Taylor about Lucy
coming with us, if you agree,” Emma said, kissing the top of her
shoulder from behind. The woman had come by their house a couple of
times to complain to Emma about her cheating husband and his shitty
ways. Cain wasn’t buying that either.

She turned and laughed as she kissed the top of
Emma’s head before moving to hang up her towel. “Why are you even
asking me? If I say no, I’m the bad guy.”

“That’s not true and you know it.” Emma pressed up
against her naked back. “I did want to clear it with you, though.
I’ll agree that there’s something not right about these people, but
Lucy is stuck in the middle. It’s not fair to her, and she’s really
hurting.”

That was true, and it was never fair when kids got
caught in their parents’ drama, whatever it was. “Talk to Taylor
and see what she says. They might want to keep Lucy in town for the
holiday, but she might enjoy spending time with Finley’s three as
well as Hannah.”

“You’re the best, mobster.”

“I know,” she said, slapping Emma on the ass. “You
said it a few times this morning.”

✥ ✥ ✥

Cain finished dressing and headed downstairs as Emma
got Hannah and Hayden up for school. Both kids looked like her, but
they took after Emma and her love of sleeping in. It took
everything short of dynamiting them out of bed to get them going in
the morning.

Muriel was waiting for her in the office, reading
over a file. When she glanced up, Cain wanted to groan at Muriel’s
expression. “Go ahead and tell me.” Cain stared at the ceiling and
shook her head, waiting for Muriel’s report. It sounded like a
stampede of out-of-control cattle above them, and she smiled at the
sound. Hannah knew only one way to move in the world, and that was
at full throttle. “No matter what you’ve heard, I seldom kill the
messenger.”

“There’s always a first time,” Muriel said and
laughed.

She smiled, liking that Muriel was almost back to
the cousin she’d grown up with. After the death of her Uncle
Jarvis, she’d been afraid she’d lose Muriel to the pain and guilt.
Muriel had been hard to reach, but what had cut through all that
was the same thing that had saved Cain when she’d lost so much. The
love of a woman had finally given Muriel hope for her future. That
the union had the potential to bind their family to the Jatibons
was an added bonus.

“I understand that life is a bag of shit sometimes,
cousin, but we have no choice but to shovel through it. That or
throw it back in the yard it came out of.” Cain sighed and lowered
her head. “Helping Fin and Abigail wasn’t up for debate, but…” She
sighed again. “But it’s going to haunt us until the ghosts of the
past are put to rest in a more permanent way.”

Special Agent Finley Abbott of the FBI was now on
her payroll, and she’d given her the keys to the kingdom. Fin was
her first cousin and someone she didn’t feel any differently about
than Muriel or Katlin—her trust in her was absolute. After
dedicating herself to hunting down scum who dealt in human
trafficking, Finley had retired because of her last case. That’s
where she’d met Abigail Eaton and her three children. Fin had
fallen in love with Abigail as well as the children, but she’d also
taken on Abigail’s problems. Those problems weren’t simple to fix,
even with Cain’s inventive problem-solving skills. Getting it wrong
would come with stiff penalties.

“Do you honestly think Nicola Eaton is still alive?”
Muriel appeared skeptical, but Cain believed Abigail, the one woman
alive who knew Nicola best.

Nicola Eaton, or Nicola Antakov, had been Abigail’s
partner and also owned the Hell Fire Club in town. Cain had kept an
eye on it from the opening, but brothels weren’t her style. There
were plenty of supposed bad guys in New Orleans, but the Russian
mob was a whole other animal, the kind you never turned your back
on. Then again, there were brothels, and then there was the Hell
Fire Club.

Hell Fire was a place where every sexual appetite,
no matter how depraved, was catered to. That was fine—whatever two
consenting people thought was fun was okay. To each his own. The
problem was that only the customers were having fun. The women
under Nicola’s control were trapped in servitude and not many
escaped alive.

“Nicola’s parents David and Valerie are the only two
I’m sure about.” The Eatons were a dead subject. They’d met with
her and asked for Abigail’s head on a pike, selling a story about
being poor grandparents losing a battle to see their grandchildren
because of their bitch birth mother. That lie—not to mention the
reason they really wanted Abigail found—was why they’d paid at the
end of Finley’s spray of bullets. “All I know is to trust the
person who knew her best, and Abigail says she’s not dead.”

“But why the ruse?”

“Fin might be the answer to that, or should I say
Special Agent Abbott holds the answer. Fin’s investigation was
getting close, so Nicola did the best thing she could to get her
head out of the noose. If you’re trapped with no escape, what
better than death to throw the feds off your ass?” She thought
about the tall woman who’d introduced herself as Nicola Eaton the
night they’d met at Ramon Jatibon’s club, and the way she’d carried
herself. There was no denying Nicola was a bitch, no matter what
last name she went by. “So go ahead and tell me what you have to
say.”

“I got a call from an associate in New York, and she
told me there’s plenty of money on the street here for any
information about you. Whoever can get the full story on you is in
for a big payday.”

“I had no idea I was that interesting,” She glanced
at her watch when she heard the running above her heading for the
stairs, with Emma talking loudly. “Any idea who’s behind it?”

“Not yet, but I offered up more cash to make it a
two-way street of information.”

“Good, that’s one more thing we’ll have to discuss
when we head somewhere I don’t feel so hemmed in. Do you have time
for breakfast?” She stood and took off her jacket, then draped it
over the back of her chair.

“Lead the way.”

“Hannah Marie Casey, if you don’t stop running I
swear…” Emma said as Cain reached the bottom of the stairs in time
to catch Hannah when she jumped from the seventh step up. “Why must
you encourage her?” Emma asked as she gripped the railing and
seemed to start breathing again.

“Because fearless people come to rule the world,”
Cain said, kissing Hannah’s cheek. “Isn’t that right, Hannah girl?
What do you say?”

“Sorry, Mama,” Hannah said, appearing anything but
as she gazed up at her mother with a smile.

She put Hannah down when Emma handed her the baby.
“You’re as incorrigible as she is.” Emma’s hand stayed on Cain’s
arm as Emma stuck her tongue out at her.

“Lassie, you say that like it’s a bad thing,” she
said as she put her free hand around Emma’s waist.

“I should spank you for teaching your daughter bad
things, but you’re not lying. You always follow through.” Emma
shook her head as they headed for the kitchen.

The baby jumped in her arms when he saw their
longtime housekeeper Carmen and lunged at her when they were close
enough. There’d been plenty of changes around the house with the
addition of family, but none more surprising than Ross and Carmen’s
budding romance. She had a feeling Dallas and Remi weren’t going to
be the only ones planning a ceremony in the future now that Ross
was almost free of Carol.

“Mom, don’t forget I’m going to the movies with my
friends after school,” Hayden said when she sat down.

“I haven’t forgotten, and here.” She handed over
three twenties.

This was the fourth time he’d mentioned it, so she
was starting to suspect the friends weren’t his buddies from the
all boys school he attended. “Remember that Mook stays with you,”
she said of Hayden’s longtime guard.

“You know it, and I’ll be home by seven or so.”

“Make it seven on the dot,” Emma said, and her tone
meant it would be unwise to argue. “It’s a school night, so lose
the pout, son. Besides, I’m sure the girl’s parents will agree with
me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Hayden said, and Cain had to
laugh.

“Now you see why I never step out of line,” she said
to him and winked at Emma. “Finish eating, and Mama and I will give
you a ride to school.”

She smiled as the kids talked nonstop about their
friends and school. The only surprising thing was that Hannah had
stopped talking about Lucy as much. That she hadn’t mentioned her
once today meant there was something wrong, but Hannah had a way of
clamming up whenever she asked too many questions about her best
friend.

“Do you feel okay, Hannah?” Emma asked, seeming to
have figured out the same thing.

Hannah nodded but stayed quiet as she shoved eggs in
her mouth. “Are Liam and Tori coming with us to Grandpa’s?” Hannah
said after a long pause, clearly changing the subject.

Abigail’s youngest two were common sights around
their house after they’d fallen in love with Hannah. Sadie, the
oldest at ten, liked to read and help her mom with her siblings,
and Hannah loved her as well. Cain was hoping Fin would move the
relationship along, which meant taking legal responsibility for
Abigail’s children. It was the honorable thing to do, and it would
also drive Nicola out of whatever hole she was hiding in. Not that
she wanted to use the family as bait, but that was one of the only
ways to find someone who’d died as effectively as Nicola.

“Everyone’s coming, so you’ll have plenty of people
to play with. Are you finished?” she asked, pointing at Hannah’s
plate.

“All ready, Mom.” Hannah picked up her dirty dishes
and handed them to Carmen.

They left with an entourage of guards, and Cain
stared at the van a house down from them. This time it was a plain
panel van, and she got a kick that the neighbors took turns calling
the police about it. It had been months since she’d seen any of the
people inside, but they were always there. She couldn’t imagine
such a boring existence. All they did was watch her bring her kids
to school, take her wife out on dates, and go to the office. The
slipup they were waiting on was never going to happen unless she
lost her senses. Wishful thinking on their part if they thought
that was in their future.

Hayden was dropped off first, and they headed back
uptown for Hannah’s school. She walked Hannah to the front door and
shook hands with the young woman who was now Hannah’s teacher. The
old bitch who’d given their daughter such a hard time was history,
and the young woman who’d taken her place was someone Hannah
adored.

“Are you going to be good?” she asked Hannah as she
crouched to Hannah’s level.

“I’ll give it my best shot,” Hannah said, smiling
because her answer had made Cain laugh.

“That’s the best we can ask for, kid.”

“Is there trouble in paradise?” she asked Emma when
she got back in the car. “Lucy is usually waiting for her at the
door, and Hannah never mentioned her this morning.”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll talk to her this afternoon,”
Emma said, taking her hand. “Want me to call Dallas so you and Remi
don’t have to listen to wedding plans?”

“You have me all wrong, darlin’. I love weddings.
It’s the romantic in me.”

“You are that, and you gave me a wedding I loved.”
Emma rested her head on her shoulder and sighed. “Then do you mind
if I go shopping before we meet them for lunch? We have that thing
tonight, and I’m not quite down to my usual size.”

Cain hadn’t been around when Emma had given birth to
Hannah, but she was like this after Hayden. Emma wasn’t vain about
her appearance per se, but at times it took a little persuasion on
her part to convince her she looked good. “You’re not upset, are
you? I happen to love the size you are, so buy whatever you want,
but forget about any crazy diets. You’re beautiful and sexy.” She
lifted her arm and put it around Emma’s shoulders.

“You’re good for my ego, honey. If you want, drop me
at home, and I’ll have the guys drive me.”

“I’m headed in that direction, and I have some time
to kill, so I’ll come with you.”

Emma looked at her as if she wanted to say something
but ended up smiling and putting her head down on her shoulder
again. She pulled Emma close, thinking. There was some inkling at
the edges of her subconscious that understood what was coming.
She’d taken something precious from Nicola Eaton, and there’d come
a time when she either had to pay for that or mete out more
punishment. Killing enslaved women to save your own ass proved what
kind of people the Eatons were. That meant Cain’s family was fair
game.

That terrified her more than anything she’d ever
faced. She’d lost her parents and her siblings to dishonorable men,
but losing Emma or any of their children would put her in the
grave. Planning and vigilance were the only ways to face this, but
Nicola was coming, and when the day arrived, she wanted to be the
one left standing, with her family unharmed. Until then, all she
could do was stay close and worry in silence and hope that she’d
put enough layers between the threat and those she loved.

“You can talk to me too, you know,” Emma said softly
as she stuck her hand in her shirt and rubbed the skin of her
abdomen. “I’m easy to find most nights.”

“That I know, lass, but sometimes I have to find a
way to put things.” She kissed Emma’s forehead and exhaled deeply.
“Do you understand?”

“I understand it’s more like you trying to figure
out how to say it so it won’t worry me,” Emma said, lifting her
head and kissing her. “I love you more than life, but you’re so
infuriating sometimes.”

“No sugarcoating, huh?”

“See, that’s why they made you the head of our clan.
You get the answer right without a lot of prompting,” Emma teased
and kissed her again.

“We’ve come a long way from that beer bath, lassie.”
She wanted to chuck the day and spend it naked with Emma.

“We have, love, but there’s plenty more road to
travel. All I’m asking is you keep showing me the map.”

The car stopped, and it was too early for the
shopping center to be open, but a man in a great suit stood outside
waiting. “I promise, and I’m sorry for stewing in silence.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll whip you into shape once I get
you alone again.”


Chapter Two

“Do you know what my father used to say about
failure?” Nicola Antakov asked Nina Garin. Nina had been the only
one her father had trusted with the fact she was still alive, and
she was the one who’d come and told Nicola the news of their
deaths.

“No, ma’am.” Nina put her teacup down and maintained
eye contact.

“It’s a sign of weakness. You show weakness and the
world will finish you off.” The apartment in Trump Tower was
beautiful and a gift from her father, but it had become a prison.
No matter how beautiful the bars.

“There was no way to know that Casey would
double-cross Mr. Antakov and your mother. That’s more a lack of
honor than a failure,” Nina said, as if knowing exactly what she
wanted to hear. “But to be fair, I can’t prove Casey had anything
to do with this. From what your father reported, she’d agreed to
help them.”

“I don’t believe that, so don’t insult me by
repeating it. It’s time to join the land of the living and get
what’s left of my family back.” She’d been living as Crista Belchex
for the last year and a half, and she’d used the time to heal. It
was no lie that the plane carrying her and her twin, Fredrick, had
gone down, but death wasn’t in the cards. “I refuse to let my
children grow up not knowing me.”

“We need to shore up our support before we can do
that,” Nina said, clicking her mouth closed when she seemed to
realize she’d overstepped.

“What did I just say about failure?” she screamed.
The pain that shot from her jaw to her right temple made her stop
and breathe deeply. There were certain injuries the doctors had
told her wouldn’t go away, and the nerve damage she’d sustained was
something she could do nothing about. The other most noticeable
souvenir the accident had left her with was her limp. “Damn.”

“The family lost plenty of ground when your cousin
gave over all the ledgers. Please don’t take that as an insult—it’s
fact.” Nina didn’t stand but did appear wary. “She’s never been
found, and your aunt Yula is worried about her sons.”

Her father had placed too much stock in family. Just
because you carried the Antakov name didn’t buy you loyalty. Linda
Bender was her cousin, her father’s niece, and she’d screwed them
and run. Linda had been trusted with the ledgers that contained
their entire operation, going back to her grandfather arriving from
Russia. The day her parents had left for New Orleans to cut a deal
with Casey about Abigail, Linda had allowed the FBI to raid the
warehouse where all the paper was stored.

“Don’t say her name in my presence.” The other
person who’d pulled a disappearing act was Boris, her father’s
fixer, and that couldn’t be a coincidence. Who knew such a big man
could run so scared? “And don’t say we can’t prove what she
did.”

“I wouldn’t,” Nina said, “because that one I know
for sure. Linda took enough money to fund her disappearance with
her brothers, and it’ll take time to find her. I also know we need
to regroup and formulate a plan going forward, Nicola. What you
need to understand is all this has left us in chaos. The men aren’t
ready to accept you as the boss, even after you come back from the
grave after Yury’s death. They see you as taking the easy way out
while some of them went down without backup from the family. We
need to give them something that’ll solidify their reason to follow
you.”

“How about a few of their heads on a plate? I’m my
father’s heir, and they’re going to have to accept that or die,”
she said, rubbing her temple. The pain in her head was just
slightly less than the pain in her hand, but that was an old
injury. “Be ready to move. I’m going to deal with Abigail and her
betrayal, and I’ll deal with the rest when I get back.”

“Who do you want to bring with you?”

“Let’s keep it small. There’s no reason to invite
trouble if someone notices us. Choose the people you know aren’t
going to be a problem. The ones who know who’s boss.” She motioned
Nina away, wanting to lie down for a little while. “And make the
flights to Biloxi, not New Orleans.”

“What’s in Biloxi?”

“Money, casinos, and answers.”

✥ ✥ ✥

The sound of the pounding surf was relaxing Jerome
Rhodes as he got a massage on the balcony of his room. He’d escaped
the tourists overrunning Cabo San Lucas in search of warm weather
and had come to Malibu to find some quiet. He’d brought only a few
men and his new bedmate, Daniela Navarro. Once Gustavo—formerly
Juan Luis—and his mother, Gracelia, were dead, he’d returned to the
house Gracelia had owned and taken over. No one had questioned him,
and the number of men he now had meant no one ever would.

Unlike the Luis family and the rest of the thugs
like them, he was taking it slow and building his business so it’d
be impossible to penetrate. The first part of his methodical plan
to not only start his own operation but to be the biggest
distributor in the United States was to get rid of the competition
without firing a shot. That was the most important lesson he’d
learned watching people from small shitty vans. Cain Casey ruled an
empire, and the bitch used her brain more than her muscle.

Casey would be no competition, though. Drugs weren’t
her game. No, the current king, Hector Delarosa, had gotten soft
with his move to New Orleans. All he’d done from his arrival in the
city was chase Casey like a lovestruck teen, but nothing he did got
Casey to bend. It was like he kept trying new ways to change her
mind and couldn’t accept Casey wasn’t into drugs. It was rather
pathetic.

No, Casey had grown fat and rich off liquor and
cigarettes, but she didn’t have the stomach for where the real
money was. Casey was a wannabe in a man’s world, and when the time
came, he’d pay her back for the loss of his life and name. He’d
gone to Rodolpho Luis, then his nephew Juan, as a last resort to
bring the smug Casey down, but the only thing he’d accomplished was
to lose everything that had defined him. He’d screwed up so badly,
there was no going back. Anthony Curtis was dead, and he’d be
Jerome Rhodes to the grave.

“Señor,” his right-hand man, Pablo Castillo, said
softly. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I have news.”

“Take a break,” he told the masseuse. The woman
they’d sent up had good hands and was beautiful. After he dealt
with Castillo, he was going to offer her enough to spend the rest
of the afternoon massaging something else for him. It didn’t matter
that he had Daniela with him. When you were the boss, you could
indulge in whatever you wanted.

“The men call me—” Castillo started, but Jerome
lifted his hand to shut him up.

“Not out here,” he said, already annoyed. “I keep
telling you—there’s always someone listening.” That he knew for
sure from his old life. Listening and watching people get rich
doing whatever the hell they wanted had fueled his rage once upon a
time. Now he knew power belonged to those courageous enough to take
it. “What?” He turned the television on and brought his tone down
considerably.

“The men call me, and Hector’s fields are burnt.
There will be no more plants for long time,” Castillo said in
broken English that was getting better.

“They did what I said?” He took a cigar from the
small case he carried with him. He’d seen Casey and the Jatibon
woman share a smoke sometimes and had given it a try. The Cuban
Cohibas were an indulgence worth every penny he paid for them.

“Yes,” Castillo said, laughing. “They spray and the
ground die like you say. This will make the price go up, and we can
start to sell.”

“Give it another month.” He blew the smoke out in
rings and smiled. “The junkies who can’t live without a fix will be
willing to kill to get a hit. Once the money starts coming in,
we’ll take care of Hector and his crazy bitch of a daughter.
That’ll clear the way for us to take over.”

“The men only worry about Carlos.” Castillo appeared
almost afraid to bring up the name of Rodolfo Luis’s son and heir.
The man who’d stood behind Rodolfo for years had been an effective
leader who’d cobbled his father’s empire back together and had
become a force to be dealt with.

“That’s not our problem right now, so tell them to
relax. Concentrate on putting Hector out of business, and the rest
will come when we’re in charge.” He sat and adjusted the towel
around his waist, ready to get back to his massage. “I have
something I need you to do for me, and you’re the only one I trust
to get it done.”

“Whatever you want.”

“It has to do with my father.”


Chapter Three

Emma twitched the new dress, getting it to lie
correctly right above her knee. She’d picked it when Cain sat in
the dressing room and smiled in a way that telegraphed what she
thought. That welcome intense stare had made her want to come home
again. It was the same look she was getting now, and it made her
nipples hard.

There was no time, though. They were attending a
dinner at Vincent Carlotti’s restaurant, which had now become a
quarterly thing for the families doing business together. Business
only took up a small portion of the evening, and the rest of the
time was spent laughing and catching up on each other’s lives.

“You look more beautiful by the day,” Cain said,
putting her arms around her from behind.

“Stretch marks and all?” She loved all her children,
but the little suckers did a number on her body every time.

“You can keep trying to change my opinion about
something I believe with all my heart, but you’re never going to
succeed. To me, you are my picture of perfection, and you always
will be.” Cain kissed her neck and turned her around. “At the risk
of being overly sappy, I happen to love every one of your curves,
as well as every inch of you. It’s why I try to get you naked every
chance I can.”

“You are a little sappy, but that’s how I love you.”
She turned away again to put her earrings on and to have Cain help
her with the necklace she’d chosen. “Anything interesting
tonight?”

“Remi, Ramon, and I wanted an update on what Jasper
Lucas and Vinny are up to,” Cain said, sitting on the bed to watch
her finish getting ready.

She smiled before putting on lipstick. “Are they up
to something you’re not happy about?”

“Not exactly, and it’s more me being a worrier than
anything else,” Cain said, leaning back on her hands. “We’ll get
into it in more detail when we get home later, but Muriel told me
there’s someone paying for information about us.”

“What kind of information?” She turned and gazed at
Cain, knowing she wouldn’t try to keep the truth from her. The way
she was sitting also made her want to do things they didn’t have
time for. Cain laughed when she put her hands over her breasts.
“Stop laughing at the big horny woman and tell me.”

“Anything anyone has to offer up. Remember what I
told you about Napoleon Bonaparte?”

She laughed at Cain’s conversation tangents.
“Something about supply chains losing him the war,” she said,
tapping her chin with her index finger.

“That’s me right now, and it’s driving me a little
batty.” Cain chuckled. “When there’s too many variables out there
ready to pounce, it makes me nervous. I don’t have enough muscle to
cover everything I think needs covering.”

“This is when you should concentrate on the things
that are rock solid in your life, mobster. The most important thing
is you’re loved. Granted, I’m at the top of that list, but there’s
plenty of people who feel the same.” She leaned over Cain, pressing
their lips together. “I know you’re never going to let your guard
down, but remember that I’m right here.”

“I know,” Cain said, kissing her again. “Need
anything before I can’t kiss you again?”

“You can kiss me whenever you like, lipstick isn’t
going to stop you, but go check on your daughter before we go.
She’s still not talking, and I’m about to take a wet noodle to her
to see what’s bothering her.”

“My guess is Lucy, but she’ll spill it when she’s
ready.” Cain stood and squeezed her fingers before walking off.

Hannah’s silence was starting to bother her, but
Cain was right. They couldn’t force the kid to talk. She finished
with the lipstick and went to stand outside Hannah’s door. If
Hannah would talk to anyone, it’d be her idol. Hannah loved
everyone, but she adored Cain. That had been true from the first
time Hannah saw Cain, and Cain’s love had transformed the skittish
little girl into a child who knew her mom would always be there to
catch her if she stumbled.

“Hey, kiddo,” Cain said and whatever Hannah had been
tinkering with stopped. “You look a little down. Is something
wrong?”

“No,” Hannah said, not convincing anyone that was
true.

“Come see,” Cain said, and Emma stepped into view.
Hannah was sitting in Cain’s lap with her head down.

She sat next to Cain and took Hannah’s hand, not
minding the silence that stretched on for a few minutes. Hannah
didn’t seem uncomfortable with the silence and dropped her head to
Cain’s chest, and Emma waited to see if Cain would say
anything.

“You know what the best thing about meeting your
mama was?” Cain asked, and that got Hannah to lift her head and
shake it. “I had someone to talk to when I was sad.”

“And I had someone to talk to when I was
sad,” Emma said, kissing Cain’s cheek, then wiping off the lipstick
she’d left behind. “The best part was, no matter what I said, your
mom never got mad.”

“Then you and your brothers came along, and your
mama and I want to hear if something is making any of you sad. You
can tell me whatever it is, and I promise I’ll try to fix it.” Cain
jiggled Hannah, finally getting her to smile. “What’s wrong? Did
Lucy and you have a fight?”

“No.” Hannah’s head went down, but at least she’d
answered.

“Then did something else happen?” Emma asked,
glancing at Cain for a moment. “Did she say something you didn’t
like?” That got her a nod. “Please tell us,” she said, kissing
Hannah’s hand.

“Lucy said her mom and dad are mad all the time, but
there was something that would make them happy.” Hannah glanced at
Cain then quickly at her. “She said I had to do it, so they
wouldn’t give her away again. If that happened, then she’d have to
go back to bad people.”

Emma had to take a minute to try to understand what
Hannah was talking about. From Cain’s expression she’d already made
up her mind as to what this was about. Before her partner drove to
Lucy’s house and beat both her parents until the truth came out
whether they wanted it to or not, she had to get Hannah to say
it.

“What did you have to do?” Cain asked, sounding
calm. The set of her jaw was what gave her away. Her wife was a
compassionate soul when it came to her and the children, but there
was a rage that built in her when someone threatened to upset any
of them. That rage had a way of building until she found the best
release valve, and at times it meant someone ended up dead, but
that didn’t bother Emma. The way Cain protected and stood up for
them was what made her want to have as many children as Cain
wanted. That overprotectiveness was an important part of why she’d
fallen in love.

“You promise you won’t get mad?” Hannah asked,
looking at her before turning her eyes to Cain. Whatever this was,
Hannah was more worried about upsetting Cain, so she squeezed
Cain’s arm to keep her calm.

“Hannah girl,” Cain said, kissing the little girl’s
forehead. “No matter what, your mama and I will never be mad.”

“She said I had to put something in your office and
see if you found it,” Hannah said as fast as the words could come
out.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” she said, staring at
Cain over Hannah’s head. She shared the anger she saw simmering in
Cain’s eyes.

“Mom doesn’t like anybody in her office, and I told
Lucy that. She said we can’t be friends because I wouldn’t do it.”
Hannah sounded miserable and started crying.

Cain’s expression softened, and she closed her eyes
momentarily. “You did the right thing, baby,” Cain said, holding
Hannah tighter.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I should’ve told you.” Hannah
turned and threw her arms around Cain.

Their daughter was a lot like their first-born son
in that both of them loved their parents, but they didn’t ever want
to disappoint Cain. Not that Cain pushed them too hard or gave them
a bad time, but it seemed to be an innate thing that had something
to do with the Casey genes. Their mother’s disappointment was way
worse than her anger.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Cain said, holding
Hannah as she cried in earnest. “What Lucy did wasn’t your fault,
and it’s not something a real friend would ask.” Hannah gazed up at
Cain as if she wanted to believe what she was saying. “The thing
is, you have to forgive Lucy because it really wasn’t her fault
either.”

“It wasn’t?” Hannah put her hand on Cain’s face, and
Emma smiled.

“You have to understand that it was her mom and dad
who asked her to do that. That wasn’t a nice trick they asked her
to play with you, but we’re not mad. Do you promise to tell me if
she asks you something like that again?” Cain winked at Hannah and
tickled her.

“Yes,” Hannah said, her tears and upset
forgotten.

“Good. Now forget about that for tonight and have
fun with Grandpa and Abuela.”

Hannah jumped off Cain’s lap and ran out like the
normally carefree child she was. The smile on Cain’s face
disappeared as soon as Hannah left the room. Emma moved her hand
over Cain’s fist and nodded. “I know you’re mad, but remember
something else you always tell me.”

“What’s that?” Cain sounded winded.

“There’s a time for everything, and right now it’s
not time for whatever’s going through your head. Not that I don’t
agree, but you need to find out exactly what this is.” She moved
closer and leaned against Cain. “This isn’t what it seems, and you
can’t go in blind.”

“Everyone with honor knows that children are
off-limits.” Cain looked at her when she framed her face with her
hands. “Hannah is an innocent, but so is Lucy.”

“I know that, but who can we ask about what Lucy
told her? And what did Hannah mean when she said if she didn’t do
this, Lucy’d have to go back to bad people? That isn’t something a
mother tells her child no matter what she’s after.” She caressed
Cain’s cheeks with her thumbs and understood perfectly the rage
that she could see in Cain’s features. “We already knew they
weren’t who they pretended to be when Taylor left a bug in the
house. I thought Lucy was real, though. Now maybe that’s not true.
Maybe she’s adopted.”

“It has to be the feds. No one we’re having problems
with deals with state-of-the-art listening devices. The crew
outside must be lowering their standards, because Taylor came to
visit, and we found it after she left.”

“They never had standards to begin with. Barney Kyle
tried to kill you while he was their boss. That told me all I
needed to know about that.” She kissed Cain like they didn’t have
to go out, but it was the only way to make them both feel better.
“Now take me out and show me a good time, honey.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay in?” Cain’s
hand had crept up her leg, and she laughed.

“I’m positive. If we make this a big deal, your kid
will think it’s a big deal. She’s happy, so let’s go.”

“You’re the boss,” Cain said, standing and holding
her hand out.

“There’s only one clan leader, baby, and that’s you.
I love you, and because of you, we’ll be fine.”

“May I always live up to your expectations,
lass.”

✥ ✥ ✥

“What’d you do last night?” Joe Simmons asked Shelby
Phillips as they sat in the back of the van across from the Casey
house.

The only thing coming through the high-powered
microphones pointed at the house was a repetitive techno beat. They
weren’t sure how Cain did it, but the music seemed to be aimed
right at them no matter where they tried listening in, and it was
always aggravating. They didn’t think there could be anything more
annoying than the song the big purple dinosaur sang, but this was
torture.

“Stayed home and tried catching up on this series
I’m watching,” she said as she saw the car pull to the front door.
“It was hard to leave last night.”

“The series or this?” Joe said, putting binoculars
up to his eyes.

“This,” she said. The front door opened, and Cain
came out first to open the car door for Emma. “There’s something
off, and I can’t figure out what it is.”

“There’s always something off about these people.
It’s catching them at it that’s been the problem.” He laughed and
she had to smile. Joe had pulled back the hostility aimed at Cain a
thousandfold and concentrated on their jobs. “What are you talking
about?”

“I’m not sure. It’s like having a bum knee before a
big storm. You know something’s coming, but you have no idea how
bad it’s going to be.” She belted herself into her seat as they
pulled away.

“If the chatter is right, something is going on, but
nothing concrete. We need to meet with the other teams in town to
see if there’s any overlap with what Casey has going on.” Joe read
from his notebook as they turned toward downtown. “Tonight is
probably nothing more than the meeting of the evil minds.”

She laughed, thinking that sounded like something
her father would say. Her grieving over their murders hadn’t
completely ended, but she’d started healing once she knew the
people who’d killed them had paid. Cain had given her that gift and
had kept her word about leaving her to decide what would happen to
the men. On the books, she didn’t owe Cain anything for the
privilege, but she knew that wasn’t strictly true. There was always
a price. It was a debt she’d gladly pay, but first there was one
more person on her list before she paid anyone anything, and that
was the man who’d ordered her parents’ deaths to begin with.

How could a man who had worked so closely as part of
their team double-cross her by ordering the deaths of her family?
The question had no reasonable answer, but that’s what Anthony
Curtis had done before running off with the Luis family.

“What are you hearing?” she asked. Cain’s car
crossed Canal Street into the French Quarter, and it appeared Joe
was right. They were headed to Vincent’s place.

“There’s some new players in town, and they’re
looking to map the landscape. Once they do, they’ll stick a pin in
it and declare it theirs.”

“Try to remember this isn’t a James Bond movie, and
speak so we can all understand.” She laughed and was joined by
their newest team member, Dylan Gardner. The blonde looked more
like a surfer beach bum than an agent, but she was the replacement
for Brent Cehan, who was serving a fifteen-year stretch at Angola
State Penitentiary. He was still screaming about his innocence and
how Cain set him up, but they’d all testified and corroborated
Cain’s alibi.

“One of the snitches familiar with the situation—”
Joe stopped talking as Cain and Emma got out of the car and stared
at their vehicle as if they could see them sitting inside. “Someone
is paying for information about the people we follow around all
day, and plenty of it. If that’s true, your premonition might be
right on the money. I mean, who pays for information unless they
plan to use it for something?”

“Want to take Dylan inside?” she asked.

“You two go. You’re not going to get anything, but
at least you’ll get a decent meal out of it. Vincent’s a killer,
but the guy knows how to make a mean sauce.”

“Dylan, do you like Italian?” she asked, shaking her
head at Joe again. “Call the guys assigned to Remi and Vinny, and
see if they have something we don’t, Joe. They shouldn’t be hard to
find since they’re probably parked right next to us.”

“All right, smartass. Get going and bring me a
cannoli.”

“Let’s go, Gardner. It’s time to run with the big
dogs.” She put her jacket on and headed to the restaurant where she
found the Caseys still in the lobby greeting Vincent Carlotti.
“Table for two please?” she said to the host.

“Are you having a nice evening, Ms. Phillips?” Cain
asked as Emma took her hand. “It’s been a while, and I haven’t met
your friend.”

“Wait, you don’t know who she is?” She was pushing
it, but she did like to yank Cain’s thin leash every so often.
“I’ll have to tell the boss you really don’t know everything.”

“Ms. Gardner
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