
  
    
      
        
    The Devil You Know

    Synopsis

      

      

      Cain Casey has much to be thankful for—a loving wife in Emma, three beautiful children, and an ever-expanding family. Her business continues to grow, giving her the power to keep it all safe, but is it? Unknown federal agents are not playing by the government’s rules, and the Russian mob comes seeking revenge for the losses Cain’s inflicted. Cain and Emma have agreed to partner with the local feds to root out their rogue agents, but their goals for the endgame are completely different. Cain wants to remove the threat the way she knows is best—permanently. There is also Nicola Antakov, who she plans to handle the same way.

      
      Cain Casey is the devil you know. She loves her family and will do anything to keep them safe and whole.

    

  


  
            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

   
   Writer’s Block

      
      “Absolutely great! A totally unexpected story filled with a touch of erotica, a hidden gem, and a scenario so brilliant I had no idea what would happen or how the story would turn out. I was so excited to read this, then when I started I couldn’t believe how addictive it was, nor how clever it was all going to be. A fantastic story that I couldn’t put down and cannot recommend enough!”—Lesbireviewed

      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

      Stormy Seas

      Stormy Seas “is one book that adventure lovers must read.”—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: Toujours Ici is one that stands apart from the rest.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog

     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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     “This one, Mom.” Hannah Casey had her face pressed against a glass case in Tiffany’s and pointed to a bracelet with sapphires and diamonds. If the FBI needed a full set of the child’s finger and nose prints, now would be a perfect opportunity to collect them. “Mama loves blue.”

      Derby Cain Casey watched as Hannah demolished the clean surface of yet another case while they shopped for her wife Emma’s birthday present. She had to smile at the young sales associates who followed her children discreetly, with a bottle of glass cleaner. Everyone in the store seemed smart enough not to tell Hannah anything that might lessen the exuberance she showed in getting her mother the perfect gift. Hayden picked his little sister up so they could both see what Hannah had picked out, and the top of the case got a fresh set of smudges.

      “Excellent choice, Miss Hannah,” the saleswoman said, unlocking the case. She rattled off the information about the piece as she handed it to Hannah.

      “It’s beautiful,” Hannah whispered, and Hayden kissed her temple.

      “What do you think, Mom?” Hayden glanced her way as Hannah held her arm out for the woman to put the bracelet on her. Cain took a picture of both of them while holding Billy, who was still too young to give an opinion on his mama’s birthday gift.

      “Your mama does love blue.” Both Hannah and Hayden had inherited her own blue eyes, which was why Emma always said it was her favorite. Billy, though, had inherited Emma’s green eyes, and Cain had been thrilled from the first sight of them. “We’ll take it if you can replace one of the stones with an emerald.”

      “Certainly, Ms. Casey. We’ll have it done within the hour.” The young woman handed the piece to one of the waiting staff before facing Hannah and Hayden again. “Is there anything else you’d like to look at?”

      “Do you think we should get the matching earrings, Mom?” Hayden asked.

      “We can replace a diamond in each with an emerald if you like,” the woman said.

      Cain nodded as Billy chewed on her shoulder, leaving a line of drool on her suit jacket. This was Emma’s second birthday since coming home, and their children had loved the first shopping trip so much she thought they’d turn it into a tradition—a tradition the saleswoman had been schooled on by her guard Lou before they’d arrived. This was the kids’ gift for Emma, so they’d participate in the payment.

      “Let’s have lunch, guys, and we’ll come back and pick it up.” Hannah clapped her hands and appeared thrilled with her world.

      “Will you be paying cash?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the kids answered together.

      Hayden put his sister on her feet so she could open the bag she’d carried, and he could fish out his wallet. He counted out the couple of hundred he’d made doing odd jobs for her, and Hannah had spent quite a few hours helping Emma with the baby. The little girl handed Hayden her money so he could help her count, and she happily handed over her share. The saleswoman sighed with her hand over her chest, as if all the cute in the room was too much to handle.

      “Thank you, and I promise to wrap it for you. Your mama’s a lucky woman.”

      Cain and the kids filed out into the mall with more guards than they normally traveled with, and as usual it drew attention to them. She wasn’t taking any chances with anything, though. Their businesses were doing well, and that success was supposed to bring peace. It had—until some wrinkles in that plan derailed what she had in mind.

      The Russian mob along with an unknown factor in the FBI were giving her some long afternoons of thinking and worrying. She prided herself on putting puzzles together, but so far, the pieces were elusive. That alone was aggravating, which only made it harder to think about all this rationally. Finding the who of all the problems was the first step in eliminating the threat, but so far they were well hidden.

      They headed for Saks to find Emma. Her birthday was the next day, and they’d celebrate with the family at home, but Saturday she was hosting a dinner at Blanchard’s followed by a party at their club, Emma’s. The private affair would be the first event at Emma’s since the renovations, made necessary by the gun spray that destroyed the club that carried her wife’s name. Emma wasn’t someone who enjoyed the limelight, but Saturday was her day.

      “Mom, do you think Mama’s going to love our present?” Hannah skipped next to her holding Hayden’s hand.

      “She is, and you’ll have to tell her why you picked it.” Lou led them to the escalator, and she was surprised to find Tracy Stegal—Colombian cartel boss Hector Delarosa’s girlfriend—standing on the second-floor landing. Hector’s little pet’s hatred ran deep, and Cain was sure that if she could get away with it, Tracy would slit her throat with no remorse. That’s what she’d ordered for Tracy’s sister, and in Tracy’s eyes, it was unforgivable. It was her fear of the consequences of that move that kept Tracy on Hector’s short leash. “Ms. Stegal.”

      “Ms. Casey.” Tracy bowed her head slightly, but it appeared to be a move to study the children. “Family outing?”

      “A bit of shopping,” she said. She didn’t like this woman any more than she did her sister, and that hadn’t ended well. Kim Stegal had played a dangerous game and ended up on the floor of a warehouse in a pool of her own blood.

      “It’s my mama’s birthday,” Hannah said, loud enough to alert the entire second floor.

      “Tell her happy birthday for me.” Tracy smiled at Hannah, and Cain could see a bit of heart shining through. “Enjoy your shopping.”

      “Take care, Tracy. It’s become an interesting world.” The baby babbled in her ear, grabbed a lock of her hair, and pulled harder than she thought a baby could.

      “Is that a threat?” Tracy lost her smile, and her wariness was back. It was like paranoia ran deep in the Stegal family.

      “It’s just advice. We aren’t friends, but we don’t have to be enemies.” Hayden glanced between them and stepped beside her. She loved his instincts when it came to the family. He’d not only come to her side, but put Hannah behind him. “If only you and Hector would get that small fact through your heads, we could all live in harmony.”

      “Have a good day, and I’ll see you sooner than you think.” Tracy smiled but it gave her more of a predatory look. The death of her sister had hit her hard, and Cain understood that kind of pain. It was the only reason she hadn’t done something about the disrespect Tracy liked to dish out in heaps.

      “Do you ever think before you let words spill out of you like vomit?” Cain placed her hand on Hayden’s shoulder when he inhaled deeply. “You threaten as if you have the power to do something about it.”

      “Perhaps I do.” Tracy didn’t lower her head, but she did break eye contact first. “You should watch what you say around me.”

      “Then we will see each other soon,” she said with the same scowl before laughing. “You talk to me like you want to kill me, but we both know there’s only one way that’s going to happen. Killing Hector will give you your shot, so he might need a heads-up.”

      “You have children with you, so let’s stop there.”

      Tracy glanced back a few times as she walked to the other escalator. It was a sign of weakness, which telegraphed Tracy’s inexperience. The woman might’ve been indispensable to Hector, but she was still a guppy trying to swim with sharks. Billy pulled her hair again, interrupting her wasting time thinking about Tracy, so she started walking in search of Emma. She put odds on getting a call that afternoon.

      “Are you causing trouble?” Emma asked, taking the baby from her.

      “I was enjoying the morning with our beautiful kids, pretty lady. We missed you, though, so we came to invite you to lunch.” She kissed Emma before giving the kids a chance to hug her. “Let’s eat, and we’ll come back and help you pick something.”

      “Best offer I’ve gotten today.” Emma handed Billy to Hayden and took Hannah’s hand. “The restaurant upstairs should be good. You used to love it as a toddler,” Emma said to Hayden. “You would bang on the windows until you were exhausted. I was always thankful they didn’t open, or we would’ve had to fish you out of the Mississippi.”

      Cain laughed at Hayden’s slight blush, which could only be put there by his mother. Her phone buzzed, and she shook her head at Hector’s name. The cartel boss was still swimming in problems, which was why it surprised her Tracy was so disrespectful. Hector’s call meant Tracy was smart enough to tell him what happened.

      She understood the position Hector was in. When there were enemies at every gate, making more was an amateur move. Hector owed her for delivering Jerome Rhodes and his father to him. Jerome—really FBI Agent Anthony Curtis—along with his father had destroyed Hector’s fields and business. Cain had also wanted Anthony dead, but sometimes it was better to make friends than to pull the trigger herself. Eliminating Hector’s main threat should’ve bought her some goodwill for months to come. But Tracy hadn’t gotten that message.

      “Why is he calling?” Emma asked.

      “The kids and I were lucky enough to run into Tracy and her threatening ways right before we found you.”

      “Do you think that woman was dropped on her head as a child?” Emma asked when the kids followed the host to their table. “She stopped me too and had the burning need to tell me Hector was thinking of going back to Colombia.”

      “We’ll throw him a farewell party if that’s true.” She pulled out Emma’s chair and silenced her phone. Across from them, the agents assigned to her sat with their menus high enough she couldn’t see their faces. It was comical to see these guys intently watching when she had her family with her. What could be nefarious about that? “Right now, enjoy the day.”
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        * * *

      

      Special Agent Shelby Phillips sat in the van and listened to Hannah Casey tell a story about her dog that was making her mind wander. These were the only times Cain turned off the jammers, and it was almost as obnoxious as the music Cain subjected them to. She was stuck in the van today because of a chipped bone in her foot that’d landed her in a boot. That was the last time she’d believe anyone who said rollerblading was a great form of exercise.

      “She’s the cutest kid, but she knows every word in the English language,” Special Agent Joe Simmons said.

      “It’s better than listening to ‘Chopsticks,’” their IT specialist Lionel Jones said. “Any more of that, and I’m going to need therapy before I go postal on someone.”

      “It gives me a good reason to press the snooze button on my biological clock.” Shelby went back to her search for Drew and Taylor Kennison and their daughter Lucy.

      Cain and Emma had told her—and Annabel Hicks, her boss—about the family that seemed to have disappeared. Cain was right. They didn’t exist beyond the few months they were in the city. Whoever had created their cover story had done an excellent job of burying them deep enough to make them invisible, but not good enough to make it nonobvious they were fictitious.

      “Are we still on for tonight?” Lionel asked.

      Their original team had been working on the case of the Kennisons and their young daughter who’d tried to talk Hannah Casey into bugging Cain’s home office. Emma’s first instinct had been to blame Shelby and the team, but no one in the FBI who wasn’t a total moron or totally dirty would’ve set up a kid like that. Their problem now was that the Kennison family were ghosts. The adults she could understand, but disappearing a kid brought up questions she didn’t necessarily want to find the answers to because of what those answers could be.

      “Yes,” Shelby replied, “so mention it to Claire,” she said of their other IT specialist, Claire Lansing. “The search hasn’t panned out so far, but we’ll talk about it later.” She laughed as Hannah kept up her story, and then she and Lionel cut their mikes so Joe and the others couldn’t hear them. “I don’t know if I’m paranoid, but I don’t want to talk in here.”

      “I sweep every day, not that I’m not paranoid too, but there’s too much weird shit going on. You were right about Gardner.” Dylan Gardner was the newest agent on their team, and Shelby had pegged her as trouble. Lionel put his finger up as they listened to Joe’s commentary. The Casey family had only included their personal guards at lunch, with the rest of them in the lobby as a backup, Joe guessed.

      Shelby had covered as many bases as she could without giving away they were watching more than Cain. There was something off about the whole day, and she couldn’t figure out what. When Cain was this relaxed and open, there had to be something big working, and they’d only find out about it once she was done. Granted, Cain had offered to work with them, but she wasn’t naive enough to think she’d be totally forthcoming.

      “Did she make any phone calls while she was in the jewelry store?” Shelby asked Joe.

      “Not one, but the day of shopping and lunch with the family smells like she’s setting up for an alibi. If we ever get her in a courtroom, we’ll be her best defense.” Joe sounded calm, but Shelby could hear the frustration bleeding through.

      “Lionel checked, and it really is Emma Casey’s birthday,” Shelby said.

      “You would take up for her?” Dylan said, sounding like a sarcastic Valley Girl. Their new team member had mentioned more than once that they were too close to Cain, too chummy. “She could probably shoot one of the waiters while we’re here, and all of you would miss it.”

      “Agent Gardner, if you’d like to file a complaint against me or anyone else on the team, go ahead. Your comments are getting old and are not appreciated.” Shelby’d had enough of this bitch, but Annabel wasn’t ready to transfer her, so she’d asked for patience. That was in short supply for all of them when it came to Dylan Gardner.

      “Noted,” Dylan said and nothing more.

      “They’re done and splitting up again. Casey’s taking the kids,” Joe said. “Gardner will stick to Emma.”

      “We should switch for a new perspective.” Dylan wasn’t someone made for the background. Shelby was convinced Dylan had Wonder Woman pajamas to fit the superhero persona she liked to exude, after a few arrests of low-level players in California.

      “Sure, Covington will back you up,” Joe said, as if not in the mood to argue. “Remember, do not approach her.”

      Shelby dialed Joe’s cell after telling Lionel to cut their mikes. “Thanks for putting that idea into her head. I hope you don’t have plans for—oh, say—the next month when we’re all filling out paperwork.”

      “I know what Annabel told us, but I’ve had an ass full of surfer girl.” Joe sounded like he was walking, and she heard mellow music playing in the background. Saks liked to relax you so you never noticed how much money you were spending.

      “We’ll talk about it later, but I had an idea about that.” She heard chatter from Dylan’s end, so she had to hang up. “See if there’s any good sales, but I have to go.” She got out of the van and put a jacket on as she headed for the front door. “Lionel, keep the line open and make sure Joe can hear in case I need backup.” Thankfully Tiffany’s was close to the main entrance since her foot was killing her. “Fuck me, man. Joe,” she said into her wrist mike as she took in the situation, “I need you down here now.”

      Dylan was jamming her finger in Cain’s direction, and Hannah and the baby were crying all while Covington sat back and watched. Right when Shelby walked up, Hayden stepped in front of Cain, and Dylan jammed him in the chest with the palm of her hand in front of witnesses. The store employees appeared riveted, as did the gathering crowd.

      “Ms. Casey, a moment please.” Shelby grabbed Dylan and shoved her back. “Get in the car now.” Dylan didn’t move. “Now, Gardner, or there will be consequences.”

      “Ms. Phillips, what the hell?” Cain spoke through clenched teeth, but she still understood her.

      “Agent Gardner,” Joe said. Leaving your post was unacceptable, but this had the potential to have major blowback, so Shelby was grateful he’d come down. “There’s a car en route to escort you back to the office.”

      “I don’t get the same courtesy she does?” Dylan asked so loudly it startled the baby into kicking his crying up a few notches.

      “Here’s the security footage,” a woman with a silver T pin on the lapel of her great suit said, handing Cain a Jumpdrive. Shelby was convinced Tiffany had the best security in the business, so there’d be no denying what happened when they watched it in high definition. “Ms. Casey was simply picking up a purchase and told this woman hello.”

      “Fucking great,” Dylan said but did comply by taking a few steps back.

      “Cain, I’m sorry.” Shelby spoke up so Cain would hear her over the screaming kids. “We’ll deal with this internally if you agree. You’re also within your rights to file a complaint.”

      “The line of hostility in that one worries me. Let Agent Hicks know a slap on the wrist will not be acceptable in this case. Not when it has to do with my children.” Cain winked at her as Dylan lingered to the side. “Agent Gardner, I expect a heartfelt apology with a generous donation to my favorite charity.”

      “Would that be your pocket?” The way Dylan sneered made Cain smile, and Shelby wanted to groan. This would not go well if Dylan couldn’t keep her mouth shut. Cain had a doctorate in goading people.

      “That would be illegal, but I’m no legal scholar. The Community Children’s Fund through the St. Louis Cathedral Foundation does great work. They have sports and art programs for underprivileged children that are very successful. My wife introduced me to it, so I’m a big fan.” Cain lost her smile, and Shelby couldn’t decipher her expression.

      “Ms. Casey, I’ll be in touch.” Shelby pointed to the door and expected Dylan to follow.

      There was no way to predict what some people were capable of, but Shelby wasn’t fast enough to stop Dylan from tackling Cain to the ground, probably not a career-ending move had Cain not been holding a six-month-old baby. A cute baby who was screaming loud enough for the entire shopping center to hear.

      The only person who sprang to help Cain and her son was the saleswoman, who then turned and yelled at someone behind her for a first-aid kit. Dylan stood with an expression of shock. Shelby only imagined the string of curses going through her head. She didn’t have time for that, especially when she noticed the blood under Cain’s head.

      “What in the hell?” Emma Casey yelled as she ran toward Cain. “Someone explain.”

      “She came at me.” Dylan pointed at Cain, making a bad situation worse.

      Emma appeared ready to kill someone, especially when Cain sat up and her collar was soaked with blood and there was a stain on the tile where her head had hit. “I hope you enjoyed that, because life as you know it is over. Lou, call an ambulance.”

      “Shit,” Shelby said when she saw Cain’s collar. The white shirt was wet, and the stain was growing. She noticed Joe jogging in and slowed when he took in the scene. He made eye contact with her as he made a call.

      “You have twenty minutes before Agent Hicks arrives, so try to come up with something good. What were you thinking?” He shook his head at Gardner, and Shelby understood his frustration. Dylan-the-wonder had made their jobs that much harder.

      “She came at me, or I thought she was. I had no choice but to protect myself.” Dylan rubbed her head hard enough to peel off her skin. “You have to back me up.” For some reason Dylan glanced at Angus Covington, and he shook his head. That was another mystery Shelby had no time for.

      “Even if we’re stupid enough to do that, the security footage will never support your story. Start using your head and keep your mouth shut.” She ran her hand through her hair and had to hold back the scream that wanted out.

      “You only want to get rid of me, but it’s not going to be that easy.” Dylan tried that finger-jabbing motion with her, and Shelby only laughed. “Come on, you have to help me.”

      Gardner wasn’t used to the surveillance they conducted—out of sight and quiet. Her job in California had been to interact with the guys selling drugs, and it had gotten results. It had also almost gotten her killed, so her transfer here hadn’t been voluntary. “Agent Hicks is going to be pissed, so silence is the best way out of this. That’s the only help I can give you. That and you should start praying Cain made even a step toward you.”

      “Hicks has to understand why I did it. There’s no way I’m going down because of that bitch.” Dylan spoke loud enough for Emma to hear her, and Joe seemed to want to shove a rag in her mouth if only he could find one.

      Two EMTs entered with a gurney and carefully lifted Cain onto it. The bleeding didn’t appear to have stopped, and Cain appeared dazed. “That bitch isn’t the one who should concern you,” Emma said, bouncing the baby since he was still screaming. Hannah was louder than him, and Shelby noticed there were people recording with their phones. “Agent Phillips, be ready to take everyone’s statement. We’re pressing charges.”

      “For what?” Dylan did indignant well, and the question disregarded everything she’d just told her.

      A man came out of Tiffany’s with Lou and handed Emma another Jumpdrive. “I gave Mr. Romero a list of everyone who witnessed what happened, with their phone numbers. Our security team apologizes for not acting sooner, Mrs. Casey.”

      “Of course,” Shelby said closing her eyes. How a day could go so bad so fast would take an investigation on its own, but she took a breath before heading to the gurney. “Cain, are you okay?”

      “Agent Phillips, step away from her and remember what I said. You’ve done enough damage today, so we’ll be waiting at the hospital or the house, but we’re not backing down.”

      “Mrs. Casey.” Annabel Hicks pushed Shelby aside and held her hand out to Emma. “Trust me, I’ll handle this myself. Make sure Cain’s okay, and I’ll come by the house with Shelby.”

      Emma nodded but stayed quiet. The Casey security detail closed ranks and followed Emma and her children out. “That’s going to play well on the six o’clock news,” Shelby said when Annabel pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “The only way forward is through all this shit.” Annabel exhaled and opened and closed her hands into fists. “See if you can get a copy of the security tape for us.”

      “Maybe Emma will share her copy.” That comment got Dylan to glare at her. “Angus, start getting everyone’s number and see if they’ll turn over the information on their phones. We need every angle of this before Muriel Casey gets involved and we all end up writing tickets on cars parked illegally on Canal for the rest of our careers.”

   
  
    
            Chapter Two

          

        


     Remi Jatibon walked two paces behind her actress wife Dallas Montgomery and her sister-in-law Kristen, who was still at Tulane and dating Muriel Casey. They’d been back from their honeymoon in the Keys for a couple of weeks, and the wedding frenzy had switched to home renovations.

      Remi and Dallas had been working for months on the house they’d purchased, and they were getting close to moving in. It was the only reason she’d joined Dallas and Kristen shopping for appliances. Her younger self was laughing hysterically at that unlikely move, but she was looking forward to finishing with all this. Their new neighbors would be the Casey family since they’d purchased the house Cain had grown up in. She wanted her family to grow up like her and her twin brother Mano, with the Casey kids as their friends. Cain wasn’t only her oldest and closest friend, but also her business partner.

      “Honey, try not to fall asleep. We’re almost done,” Dallas said, holding her hand out to her. “Do you want stainless or black?”

      “Which one do you want?”

      “You ask that every time we have to make a decision, then you agree with what I want. Try to remember it’s our house, or I’m painting our bedroom pink and violet.” Dallas raised an eyebrow and smiled.

      “How about a compromise?” She took Dallas’s hand and stepped closer. “The black stainless will show less fingerprints and look good with the paint and tile we agreed on. The fingerprint thing is a happy bonus in our business,” she said and winked.

      “See”—Dallas stood on her toes and kissed her—“you didn’t break into hives, and no one jumped out and took your butch card away.” Dallas bit her earlobe next. “Are you all shopped out, or would you like to come and pick out the last of the furniture we need?”

      “You don’t play fair, querida.” She made arrangements for delivery and took the woman’s card. “Remember who I am, so keep in mind what condition I want all this delivered in. Any extras as far as electronics and I’ll be back.”

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Jatibon. All this will process under another name. The delivery and install guys will only know who it’s for when they arrive at the house.”

      They were on their way to the next stop when her main guard Simon took a call, then handed her the phone. “It’s Lou.”

      “Hey, Lou,” she said and Dallas leaned against her. “What can I do for you?”

      “Just wanted to give you a call and tell you we’re in the emergency room with Cain.” Lou told her what happened in the most generic way possible.

      “We’re on our way. Do you need me to send some extra guys?” She covered the phone and gave Simon the new address.

      “They’re about to toss some of our people out—I’ve got too many, they said, so we’re good. Thanks, Remi. Cain wanted to give you a heads-up because of the end of the quarter stuff.”

      “Mano will be happy to take that over, so tell her to stop thinking until we get there.” She tapped the phone against her chin until Dallas tugged her hand down. “One of the guards went off the rails and tackled Cain while she was holding Billy. They’re all at the emergency room. Sounds like she got hurt enough to warrant a trip.” Dallas and Kristen seemed as surprised as she was at the news.

      “Who would take a chance of hurting a baby?” Kristen asked.

      “There’s a small number of agents who don’t mind cutting corners when it comes to the rules, so they justify the results they’re after.” Remi hadn’t run into many problematic agents, but the reality of the life they’d chosen was that they were always there. The actuality was as real as seeing your shadow on the sidewalk on a sunny day. “We’ve lived our lives by rules people like the feds don’t approve of, so it’s a gamble.”

      “The problem isn’t the gamble, my love. It’s that you’re playing with a stacked deck, and Cain’s counting cards. A steady diet of losing can make some people, even the feds, crazy.” Dallas slipped her hand into Remi’s shirt and scratched over her navel. “That they would go after someone and take the chance of hurting their child doesn’t make them the good guys.”

      “I agree with you,” she said, threading her fingers with Dallas’s as they headed out of the store. “We’ll finish picking out stuff later if that’s okay.”

      “Of course. I want to check on Emma,” Dallas said.

      The hospital was a ten-minute ride, and they all sat quietly as they headed down the oak covered streets. The drive gave Remi a chance to think about how closely their businesses were connected with Cain’s now and what that meant for their safety going forward. She wouldn’t change it, but it wouldn’t hurt to put extra security in place. They needed protection from the people paid by the government to uphold law and order. What a joke.

      “Lou’s sending some people down, so I’ll drop you off and meet you inside.” Simon stopped on the ambulance ramp that led to the ER.

      The ever-present van was across the street, but she ignored it as she helped Kristen and Dallas out of the car. Muriel Casey opened the door for them, and Kristen immediately put her arms around her and pressed the side of her face to Muriel’s chest. This relationship was the best-case scenario—they’d never have to worry about Kristen stepping away from them.

      Some might’ve thought that notion as preposterous as arranging a marriage, but Kristen was now her family, and she took her safety seriously. With Muriel she’d be as protected as she was with her, and Cain would take a bullet before she’d let anything happen to Dallas’s only living relative. Also having a Casey in her family would only enhance their years of friendship.

      “Is she okay?” she asked Muriel. Cain’s cousin was an attorney who specialized in burying things that should never be found. All Cain’s businesses were buried under so many layers of subterfuge, it would take a lucky archaeologist to find them.

      “She will be after the rage burns out, but it’s minor compared to Emma’s. I don’t know if Lou told you, but the baby was in Cain’s arms when she was pushed to the ground.” Muriel appeared calmer now that her arms were around Kristen. “You know Cain, though. She fell so Billy would be okay. It just makes us all angry that Hayden and Hannah had to see that.”

      “Do we need to take the kids?” Dallas asked. Her compassion was one of the many things Remi loved about her wife.

      Muriel walked them to the waiting room, and Remi knelt when Hannah ran to her crying. “Aunt Remi, Mom got hurt and we didn’t get Mama’s presents.”

      “Let’s check on Mom and Mama, then Aunt Dallas and I will take you to get Mama’s presents. Do you want to sit with Kristen and Muriel?” She stood with Hannah and kissed her cheeks. Dallas seemed to understand and took the little girl and sat so Remi could talk to Hayden. “You okay, buddy?”

      “I’m pissed—I should’ve knocked that bitch out.” Hayden spoke loud enough to alert anyone listening in, and the feds were always listening in.

      The tone and anger that radiated off him reminded her of Cain’s brother Billy. They’d grown up together, and she knew Billy was a standup guy, but he also was careless at times. It had always happened when his temper overrode his good sense. The only reason he’d never gone to jail was that his sister never let her emotions get out of hand, and she had been smart enough to pull him out of every jam.

      She and Cain had talked about Hayden and his future. Cain was no different than any concerned parent. Hayden was Cain’s heir, but her first job was to put a leash on his Casey temper, and teach him to start with his head and not his fists. To rule, you needed that rage to stay on top, but it had to be tempered with patience. Hayden would be fine, but youth was the passage they all had to make it through to learn those lessons about balance. Not a single one of them had made it through without mistakes.

      “You don’t need me to preach, but think about your mom. First you handled it perfectly, so don’t start backsliding now. Anger will bring you down faster than a bullet.” She placed her hands on the sides of his face and brought his head forward so his ear was close to her mouth. “The day will come when you can unleash all that rage until the job is done, but that day is not today.” That was easy to say, but harder to live especially now that she was married. When someone touched family, her first instinct was to burn the world to the ground, but that’s not what Hayden needed to hear.

      “I want it to be now. Fuck, I felt like an asshole who stood by while that happened to her.” He tried to pull away, but she hung on to him.

      “Do you think your mom is going to share that sentiment? Don’t lie as an excuse to go out and prove to them everything they believe about all of us.” She knew the feds thought of them all as a pack of psychopaths, but even the Bible preached an eye for an eye. Her job now was to temper that out of Hayden because he wasn’t ready to mete out that kind of punishment.

      “No, but I should’ve done something.”

      “You did everything she expected of you. Billy and Hannah are fine, as is your mother—both of them. Let all that go for now, and concentrate on the job ahead until she’s home. Your family needs you to stay calm. The other thing is to not let your mother hear you cursing. Emma doesn’t need that on top of everything else. Loyalty and respect will be the cornerstones of your life. Your mother deserves that in spades, no matter the situation.”

      “You just sit and take it?” He seemed to lose himself again, so she tried to think of what Cain would do to handle this.

      She grabbed him by the bicep and dragged him somewhere more private, the men’s room, and she motioned for Simon to keep everyone out. “Stop talking before I put my boot up your ass.” He opened his mouth when they were alone, but she put a finger in his face. “Do you want to be the first clan leader to go away before you even get the position?”

      He hesitated and she pushed him against the wall. “No, ma’am.”

      “Then get yourself under control. You do that, and you never forget. The bitch did that today for only one reason—to get a reaction. From the way you’re acting, she’s winning. And you’re smart enough to know that lashing out will not only get her off the hook for what she did, but land you somewhere you don’t want to be.”

      “I’m just mad.” Hayden sounded like it hurt to admit it.

      “I’ve been there, but you can’t go off on these people. You get locked up, and Cain will have no choice but to trade something to get you out. Neither of us wants that, so cool it.” She softened her hold and her voice. “Give yourself time, Hayden, and do your job right now. Take care of your mother and siblings while your mom gets treated.” She hugged him, and he returned the gesture.

      “Thanks, Aunt Remi. I felt like a loser just standing there.” Hayden was going through what she had at his age. The biggest task in her life was filling her father’s place in the business. Her dad was still the head of their family, and God willing, Hayden would have that kind of time with Cain. Dalton Casey’s death had dropped all that responsibility on Cain in an instant, and she admired how Cain had carved her own path. “Remember this when you have your own family and are counseling your oldest. Your time will come, and when it does, Derby Cain Casey will have poured every bit of herself in you.”

      “Her first lesson will be there’s a time for everything.” He laughed, making her relax. There wasn’t a chance now he’d do something stupid.

      “That’s the first thing we all learn, kid, but sometimes that’s the hardest lesson of all.” They came out as Annabel Hicks and a few agents entered the waiting room.

      “Muriel,” Annabel said with her hand out. “We wanted to come and check on Cain.”

      Muriel took Annabel’s hand and held it. Everyone’s temperature was off the leash, it seemed. “Eventually you’re going to have to get control of your office. You’ve put my cousin in the hospital more often than if she wrestled bears for a living. Why are we here, considering my cousin was shopping for a gift for her wife’s birthday?”

      “I’d like to speak to Cain, not make the situation worse.” Annabel had gotten this far in her career, Remi guessed, because she controlled her fear well.

      “Agent Hicks,” Emma said, seeming to surprise all of them, “Muriel has a valid question. What exactly are you doing here? It’s like you won’t be happy until you kill her. Once you do, do you all get a Christmas bonus?”

      Annabel took a breath and held it for a bit. “You won’t believe me, but I came to make sure she’s okay. I’m never going to condone that kind of behavior.”

      “That’s a joke.” Emma sounded venomous, and Remi couldn’t blame her. If it was Dallas in the hospital, she’d have thrown all these guys in a pit, consequences be damned. “You weren’t up nights afraid a seizure would kill her if I fell asleep—terrified one more would erase me and her children from her head. Cain had them for weeks because another one of your hardworking agents used her like a punching bag, so I don’t exactly believe your concern.”

      “The agent today will be dealt with. You have my word.”

      “Our patience won’t last forever, Special Agent Hicks,” Muriel said. “Depending on how this goes down, I’ll have no choice but to take drastic measures.”

      Annabel made a fist before she opened her mouth. “Threatening a federal agent won’t ever go over well.”

      “Cain’s right. You’re easy and single-minded. Our threats will take place in a courtroom where we’ll show all the videos we found online.” Emma’s voice was low but chilling. She’d been right about how the feds had treated Cain. Hell, she had a scar from the agent who shot her at the order of another family head.

      “You’re trending.” Dallas held up her phone. “Don’t believe the lie that all press is good press no matter what.”

      Remi had to laugh at that. “Agent Hicks, read the room. Now isn’t the time.” Some people needed a prod to stop swimming before they lost a limb in the shark-infested waters. “Take the kids in, Emma, and I’ll take care of this.”

      “Ms. Jatibon, we’ll need to talk to her eventually. There’s nothing I can do to Agent Gardner unless Cain speaks to me and my agents.”

      “Special Agent Hicks,” she said, sighing, “right now, Cain’s getting staples put in her head because of an unprovoked attack from one of your people. An attack I understand this Agent Gardner carried out while my friend was holding her baby. Who do you think is going to win the media war that kind of headline will cause?”

      “Our aim is justice, not publicity.”

      She shook her head at Annabel’s shortsightedness. “I run a studio, so everything is wrapped in public perception, whether we want it to be or not. Right now, the smart play is to go, bide your time, and talk to Cain when she and Emma have had a chance not only to rest, but to assure their children after what they saw today.”

      “Thank you, and please let Mrs. Casey know we’ll be happy to help with whatever they need.”

      They all watched Annabel walk out with as much dignity as she could, and the only good thing was that Hayden had stayed quiet and followed Emma out of the room. Remi sat and took Dallas’s hand and closed her eyes for a moment. “These people are something.”

      “There isn’t any excuse for this behavior,” Dallas said. “Sometimes sorry doesn’t cut it.”

      “True, but that’s a discussion for another day. Right now let’s concentrate on taking care of our friends.”

      “Can we take the kids to get their gifts? I doubt Cain will be in the mood for a party this weekend.”

      “Cain’s resilient, especially when it comes to her wife. It’s something we have in common, and we can do our part by taking the kids.” Her visit would have to wait, as would any plans for the agent who’d done this. Left unchecked, the FBI could become problematic.

      “Remi,” Lou said, “Cain would like to see you before you go.”

      She followed him out and laughed when she caught Cain and Emma kissing. “You must be feeling better.”

      “Sometimes you have to go through the motions, my friend. I enhanced this round by getting staples in my head, which will back up my claim when we head to court. Agent Gardner is about to learn the meaning of getting taught a lesson on self-sabotage and how that can destroy her life.” Cain kissed the side of Emma’s head, and they looked at each other before Emma left. “Thanks for stopping by. I have to talk to you about something, but there’s a better place for that.”

      “We’re heading to your place after we take the kids to pick up Emma’s gifts. Hannah was upset you guys didn’t get to finish.” It was never smart to talk in the open, especially when something had to be done to reset the relationship with the feds. “We’ll drop them off and pick up dinner unless they’re going to keep you overnight for observation.”

      “I vetoed that idea, so the doctor wanted to wait another hour to make sure my brain didn’t get scrambled, so thanks. My kid loves a party and her mama, so we don’t want to disappoint her.” Cain shook hands with her. “Thanks for coming by, and I’ll send some of my guys with you.”

      “I’ll watch over them, don’t worry.” Dallas had been talking babies from the time they got together, and watching Cain with her children made her wonder what kind of parent she’d be.

      “You ready for what comes next?” Cain smiled and winked at her. “It’s the best thing you can do with your life, even on days like today. You found the right girl, so give her what we both know she wants.”

      “You sound like my mother, so cut it out. Just make sure your head’s screwed on right and don’t worry about the rest.”

      She found Dallas holding Billy and talking quietly with Emma. There was plenty left to do work-wise, but she knew Cain’s comment was the most logical next step when it came to her own relationship. For the longest time she’d thought she hadn’t been ready, but one look at her wife holding that baby was the only thing she needed. It was time to give Dallas everything she wanted, making them both happy.
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      The sound and sight of the rolling waves were relaxing and mesmerizing to some, but Nicola Antakov wasn’t just anyone. Today the Atlantic was pounding because of the storm just offshore, but it was of no interest to her. It had been two months since someone had taken a shot at her that had walked her as close to the brink of death as anything ever had. The bullet had done so much damage to her kidney, the doctor had removed it along with the bottom lobe of her lung.

      Nicola didn’t know who shot her, but she knew the order came from Cain Casey. That she’d bet her life on, and Casey had done it to keep Abigail and their children away from her. Her ex-wife was now with someone named Finley Abbott, but Abigail was under the protection of Casey and her partners. Abigail’s lies had cost her not only her position in the Antakov family but her parents as well. She was her father’s heir, but no one in their family would follow the weakling she’d become.

      There was only one member of her family left who she trusted, so she’d come to recover in Miami with her twin brother Fredrick. That hadn’t gone so well, since infections and other complications from having their doctor perform all the procedures in the house had left her depleted and in pain. They’d both survived a plane crash, but the agony she was in now surpassed even that. It had a way of twisting her mind to the point she’d do anything to get it to stop, despite the fact she hated painkillers. This whole thing had left her humiliated and angry.

      “Any word from Nina?” Fredrick maneuvered his chair next to her and spoke in that soft, almost feminine voice the plane crash had left him with, along with a broken back.

      Nina Garin had been her personal guard and hadn’t been by her side the day she’d been gunned down like a dog in the street. She wanted to blame Nina, but there was no way Nina would’ve come back with her to beg Fredrick to let her find and bring her children to her. That Nina had gotten her immediate medical help and transportation to their house in Miami had saved her life. The same would not be true of Nina once she got her hands on her.

      “Wherever she fucked off to,” she said, holding her side, where the wounds had healed but the agony persisted, “she’s gone and she’s not coming back. The only one still loyal to us is Svetlana.” Svetlana Dudko was the woman she’d been training to take Nina’s place. “Our dear cousin Sacha has received the blessing of the family to take over. That he gladly did since he thinks both of us are dead.”

      “Think of the phoenix, Nicky. If we weren’t meant to rule, we’d be dead.” He was shirtless and it hurt to look at him. Fredrick was her twin, the mirror image of her in a male body. The crash had reduced him to this small pathetic creature who had naked women fawning over him all day. The only thing she could think was it
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