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      He kicks down doors, and she serves hors d’oeuvres. And the Big Uneasy delivers them both a huge helping of high-stakes danger—and a chance at romance.

      A happy-ending skeptic and caterer, Sarah Burland, has a high-profile gig at a fundraiser. It’s a coup for her catering company until murder kills the party spirit and triggers a hostage situation.

      SWAT Team Member Calvin Baker’s job cost him his marriage. He’s done with romance—even if he does find himself taking an interest in a family friend, Sarah, from time to time. He’s sure his feelings are platonic until he finds out she’s caught in a hostage situation.

      Cal’s team affects a rescue, but Sarah’s troubles aren’t over. The victim’s friends—and enemies—keep trouble cooking, and the deeper they dig, the more confusing things get—and the more their attraction to each other grows.

      Can the cook and the cop survive long enough to work out their differences? Take a ride into another installment in the engaging Big Uneasy series and find out!
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      The Fais Do Do Good was going splendidly—until it wasn’t.

      Sarah Burland had glanced around with a cautious glow of satisfaction. She never counted her broths until the last drop of gumbo was gone. But so far it looked like a win for Blue Bayou Catering—and that it had raised a lot of money for breast cancer research. The ticket price for the event was sky-high, and the games and prizes were super high end. This group knew how to run an event, one reason Sarah was happy to work for them, even if it put her within snubbing range of her old social circle.

      Traffic to and around the buffet table had moved smoothly. The food looked and tasted good, and the ice sculpture, a modern thing of shards and colors, was hanging in there thanks to some weird technology she’d never heard of and some dry ice giving off a drift of fog. The shards floated gracefully in a rainbow-colored pool that had a self-cycling system which made the shards appear to rise and fall. It was, according to the artist, a symbol for breast cancer and healing.

      It was also “do not touch.” Those shards were sharp, as more than one guest had found out. In the whatever column, it was unique and had garnered much praise from the guests—those who hadn’t touched it. The artist had offered a different original design as a raffle prize, too. Because who didn’t want their own never-melting ice sculpture?

      The washboard player, and the rest of the band, might be wearing tuxes—sans ties for safety’s sake—but the music was the real fais do do deal. The guests had loosened up enough for the spry to start quick-stepping around the dance floor. And on the edges, the alcohol-induced chatter had competed with the music at the height of the party.

      Even better, Sarah had managed to be in the kitchen at just the right time to avoid most of her parents’ old friends and their sympathetic looks at her “fall from grace.”

      Sarah had no doubt that her parents were rolling over in their crypt because she’d turned the family home on St. Charles into a catering company. The thing about rolling in crypts? They had doors, not windows, so she couldn’t see any rolling, making it not her problem. It wasn’t as if her and her parents hadn’t diverged on their life views well before their untimely deaths.

      She liked cooking, she liked owning her own business, and hard work didn’t scare her. She glanced down at her hands. Her manicure—one without polish of course—didn’t stand a chance when she started cooking. She’d picked up a few more cuts and a couple of burns, but that was not unusual. Sarah might be wearing her little black dress, but she was a working chef and proud of it.

      “Good evening, Sarah,” a voice purred behind her.

      A voice with a hint of Russian to it, it was a voice its owner probably considered sexy. With a sigh, Sarah turned to face Dimitri Afoniki, a sexy-in-a-creepy-way crime boss—or so Sarah assumed. It wasn’t like she kept up on crime bosses, but he had been the heir apparent to his great uncle, slash wise guy crime boss who died last year.

      “I like the red hair,” he added, with even more purr.

      Sarah had wondered this morning if going red had been a mistake. It was never a good idea to get her hair done when her hormones were doing their monthly rampage. The red had been there before, held back by the blonde, but that day all she could see was red. Not even to herself did Sarah admit she might have done it because all the Baker girls were blonde and it was hard to stand out in a crowd.

      Sarah managed a stiff smile because this was business and Afoniki was a guest. She murmured something indeterminate and eased back a step.

      “We never did have that dinner,” he murmured, sliding closer.

      Sarah eased back some more. She had no intention of having dinner with him, but couldn’t help but wonder what she’d do if he got more pushy. How badly did a rejected crime boss act?

      “We’re both busy people,” she said, her smile getting stiffer. Her feeding people, him killing them. She almost frowned. He’d been at a lot of these charity dos recently. Was he trying to clean up his public image?

      He was a handsome man—if one liked stalking, blond tigers with sharply chiseled features and cold eyes. She didn’t. With his gaze on her—she could almost sense his tail switching from side to side—she didn’t let her thoughts stray to the kind of man she did like. Not with Afoniki’s gaze trying to dissect her thoughts.

      “I’d clear my schedule for you,” he half growled, half purred, shifting so that they were closer once more.

      She blinked, fighting the urge to roll her eyes at him. Did lines like that really work? His heavy cologne tickled her nose and she wondered what he’d do if she sneezed on him.

      It wasn’t naive to wonder what game he was playing. He stalked in and out of her life at random intervals, leading her to the perfectly logical conclusion that she wasn’t who he was really interested in. Or that he got bored with the yes-women too lazy to look further than his pretty face. It could be that simple—and that annoying. She didn’t have time to play games with a dangerous creep.

      “Sarah,” the gentle, fluting voice managed to be heard over the music and the chatting. Afoniki’s gaze flashed briefly with annoyance.

      No surprise gentle old ladies weren’t his thing. With a look that tried to be apologetic—and probably failed—Sarah turned her attention and her body toward Miss Maisie Daigle who was—in this world—far more important than a rather minor crime figure.

      Miss Maisie had been a fixture in New Orleans society for as long as Sarah could recall. She was one of those pink-and-white old ladies that younger women tried to scorn but wilted and faded away when they encountered her gentle ruthless gaze. The wealthy widow of Roger Daigle, parties and fundraisers failed if she wasn’t there. But, unlike many with that kind of financial power, Maisie was nice. Not so nice that people rolled over her, but universally liked by people with sense and respected by the people who wanted to matter.

      She had to be in her nineties, Sarah thought, or close to. She had a halo of white around her crumpled paper face. Her eyes were a pale blue and the wrinkled bow of her mouth curved up, even as she gave Afoniki a measuring gaze that caused him to retreat.

      Now that was a superpower Sarah could wish for. She resisted the urge to high five Maisie. She wasn’t a high-fiving kind of old lady. And it might break her.

      “Thanks,” Sarah said, settling for a grin that lit an amused twinkle in the faded gaze. Maisie’s clothes were nice, but not obscenely expensive, and the large bag over a bent arm reminded Sarah of Miss Marple—or at least how she imagined the fictional sleuth might look. There were, as the saying went, no flies on Maisie. She was surprised the old lady could stand upright with the huge bag hanging off her arm. She looked like a gentle breeze would knock her over, but like most Southern women, Maisie was iron on the inside.

      “I don’t think he’s a nice man,” she murmured.

      This was the worst Maisie was known to say about anyone.

      “No, he’s not,” Sarah agreed with more force than tact.

      The pale gaze settled on Sarah’s face. “Is he bothering you?”

      Sarah hesitated. “I think he likes…bothering people when he’s bored. It never lasts.”

      “Women. He bothers women,” Maisie said. She gave a tiny sniff that said more than words.

      “I think he bothers men when he feels like it,” Sarah said, thinking about Nell’s husband, Alex. Nell was her best friend and Alex was a cop and a Baker—one of seven sons with six sisters—the blonde crowd she’d maybe hoped to stand out in. It must be tough for him when Nell was related to two local crime families. Afoniki belonged to a third, which made things…interesting. Was that why he hung around? Trying to keep tabs on the other families? Sarah hadn’t seen the other two titular heads of those families tonight, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here.

      Even if she’d wanted a date with the creep—which she didn’t—with Nell and Alex renting Sarah’s third floor, she had no desire to stir the Baker pot that much. She did know her pots and stirring.

      “He’s trouble like his great uncle,” Miss Maisie said. Her lips pursed briefly in distaste.

      “You knew Alexsi?” Sarah shouldn’t be surprised. Miss Maisie’s knowledge of the city and its people was as deep and wide as the Mississippi river.

      “Well, knew of,” she admitted. She eased closer to Sarah and lowered her voice, the hand not being pulled down by the handbag resting on Sarah’s arm. “Might have met him once or twice. Back in the day he was more handsome than that rascal of a nephew.”

      Sarah felt her eyes widen.

      “But I always know.” Maisie’s grip tightened on Sarah’s arm with surprising force. Apparently the inner iron extended to the outside. “I’ve always known,” Miss Maisie murmured, her gaze getting that distant look that the elderly got when the past enveloped them

      “Known…what?” Sarah prompted, her voice soft.

      “Who was good. And who wasn’t.” Miss Maisie’s gaze suddenly focused and her hand dropped free of Sarah’s. “It’s kept me mostly out of trouble.”

      Sarah opened her mouth, then closed it again and grinned. Bet the “mostly” was a good story. But that was another of the nice things about Maisie. She didn’t gossip. Or spend too much time “remembering when.”

      Miss Maisie shifted, so that she could see Afoniki, talking to an animated young debutante, his face lit with charm. “There’s trouble coming with that one, you mark my words.”

      Sarah nodded, hoping the trouble wouldn’t touch her or Nell. She didn’t have time for trouble.

      But, of course it did.
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      Calvin Baker’s dad was a master of wordless disapproval. It emanated in all directions from Zach’s usual place at the head of the battered Baker kitchen table. It was ironic, but also no use pointing this out, because Zach had never once said he didn’t approve of his son’s choice to train for New Orleans’ equivalent of SWAT. Cal’s ex-wife had been more vocal with her disapproval. He’d heard it said that if the Marines were supposed to have wives, they’d have been issued one. The same could be said for being in a police tactical squad.

      If Zach could have divorced him, it was possible he would have—hence the irony, since Zach was a retired cop. But in Zach’s day, he’d been known to assert, there’d been no SWAT nonsense—which wasn’t exactly true. Special Weapons and Tactical groups dated back to the 1960s. But Zach was a beat cop who’d worked his way up to detective. And that’s how his sons were supposed to do it.

      Zach hadn’t been thrilled about Cal’s time in the Organized Crime Unit. And then Cal had been invited—and accepted that invite—for an assignment in SWAT. And because they were Bakers, Cal didn’t know how to explain to his dad that, while he’d also been born with “serve and protect” in his DNA, he’d been bored by his time on the regular beat. If he’d tried, Zach would have pointed out that when Cal wasn’t kicking down doors, he was driving a beat in the worst parts of the city. His choice was not without irony.

      It was the crap beat his ex hated even more than the door-kicking. There was no question it had gotten increasingly dangerous to be a cop—let alone one patrolling the projects. He’d been shot one too many times. It wasn’t as if he liked being shot, he’d protested, but it had already been too late. The thread that held them together had snapped long before the shooting. He just hadn’t realized it. She’d waited until he was out of the hospital to leave. He’d told her not to bother, but she’d always cared what people thought.

      Cal didn’t miss her, a fact that bothered him because he’d planned to stay married for life, like Zach who had married and buried two wives. Loyalty was also imprinted on the Baker DNA. He did miss living with a woman. Even a serially annoyed woman softened the edges of a man’s world, left their soft scent lingering in the air after they passed. He’d take the fights over going home to silence and furred food in the fridge.

      But he’d never again assume that a woman could handle his job when his own tough-as-boots dad couldn’t.

      He looked up and caught a sympathetic look from his dad’s—he made himself think it—girlfriend, Becca Poole. She offered him a second helping of dessert in lieu of comment. He took the bread pudding and scooped up another spoonful, even though he was full—also in lieu of comment.

      “It’s good, thanks,” he said, breaking the silence with an effort. He managed to not look at his watch. It wouldn’t move any faster than the kitchen clock over his dad’s shoulder.

      He glanced around, noting that Becca had begun to soften Zach’s home. A touch here and there. Was she afraid they’d object to her replacing the hammered furniture of their youth? With thirteen kids from Zach’s two marriages, the place had taken a beating. Maybe she’d up her efforts after the wedding. She hadn’t moved in, as far as any of them could tell. And truth be told, none of them wanted to know if she had. It was in the realm of things you didn’t want to know about your dad, not to mention embarrassing that his dad had a more active dating life than Cal did.

      “Thank you.” Becca’s cheeks flushed and she bit her lip, probably trying to think of a noncontroversial conversation topic.

      The trouble with Zach was, any topic could turn into a minefield if you weren’t up on the family gossip. Cal was only up on the latest egress techniques.

      With a quick, sidelong look at Zach, Becca took a dive into deep waters.

      “Ben says you’re working on a robotics project.”

      Cal nodded, also giving his dad a quick glance. “We don’t have the budget for anything fancy, but I like tinkering.”

      Zach made a sound that could have been a snort. Or a cough.

      “Do you program it yourself?” Becca persisted.

      Was she really interested, or fed up with the silence? Cal couldn’t tell.

      “I program, too,” he admitted. He’d always been interested, but it had languished until his divorce, freeing up large chunks of time. He’d enjoyed strategy computer games until he joined SWAT. After he’d done the real thing, the games never quite measured up, though he still kept his hand in with a few of his favorites. He liked figuring out how to win.

      Cal pushed his plate away and leaned back. He still had about ten minutes before he could leave without too many glares.

      “Anything interesting happening?” Cal asked into the silence. He looked at Zach, then at Becca.

      The edges of Becca’s mouth quivered. Good thing she had a sense of humor.

      “I think everyone is okay?” she said, making it a question as she once again looked at Zach, her expression hitting somewhere between reproving and amused. She half moved a hand, as if she wanted to cover Zach’s with hers, and stopped herself.

      They all must be fun to be around. Cal found it easy to give her a real smile.

      “Alex and Nell went to Mississippi,” Zach said, his expression softening. He covered her hand with his with no sign of embarrassment.

      Cal tried to recall if he’d ever seen his dad embarrassed. Probably hadn’t ever had time.

      “Some beach time, they said,” Becca added. “Didn’t Ben have a date tonight?”

      Cal found his stomach tightening for no good reason. It wasn’t as if his brother’s dating life was his business.

      “Sarah?” Cal asked, his tone carefully indifferent.

      “No,” Becca said, shaking her head. “Sarah’s working tonight. A charity do in the warehouse district, I believe.”

      Cal didn’t shift under her innocent, but somehow intent gaze. Thought he hid an inappropriate relief, too. Good thing his dad hadn’t met her when Cal was a teenager. He had a feeling not much got by her. It wasn’t like he had time—was interested in Sarah. He was just curious which brother, Frank or Ben, would win the lady. She was, as Frank put it, a cool drink of water—who was very good at hiding what she thought and which brother she preferred. Nell said it was all those years with massively embarrassing parents. Cal knew about embarrassing parents.

      “Ingrid’s on duty tonight,” Zach said. He shot Cal a look under his brows. “Like you.”

      Not quite like Cal, but he didn’t point out that his sister was a crime scene investigator who showed up after the bullets quit flying. Zach knew it, but still wasn’t thrilled about his little girl’s line of work either.

      “I’ll probably run into her then,” Cal said, meeting the look calmly. If he’d been a beat cop, he would have, too. The murder rate had improved the last year, but shootings hadn’t gone down much. And odds were high where he patrolled. Even the people who lived there didn’t like being there at night. Situationally, he shouldn’t like it either, but he didn’t mind night shifts.

      The silence built again. Cal presumed the rest of his siblings were fine, or at least hadn’t done anything to annoy their dad. Jillian had once suggested they use an online spreadsheet to keep everyone updated on who was where. Though it was a semi-joke in the city, none of the Baker kids really liked “baking”—more than one of the Bakers showing up at—a crime scene.

      It might be another reason he’d opted for SWAT. He’d heard jokes about family reunions at crime scenes. It wasn’t easy to carve out a unique place for yourself when you were one of thirteen.

      With relief, he saw that pumpkin time had arrived. He could leave the party. He pushed his chair back and did the polite. Becca held his hand for a moment longer than usual, and to his surprise, he found himself pecking her cheek. She looked surprised, too, but also happy. Must be tough for her to crack a family as dense and laconic as theirs.

      Zach made a half move to give him a hug. Cal completed the move, wrapping his arms around his dad, surprised as always that he—who had always seemed larger-than-life—was actually shorter. As hard as it was, because he was his father’s son, he always hugged his family goodbye when he was with one of them. He knew that every time he left, it could be the last time.
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      The party was winding down, the guests starting to thin out, leaving the one Sarah called “well lit.” It sounded less judge-y than “drunk.” The kind of toney crowd attracted to fundraisers didn’t like to smudge their images by getting too drunk—but it was late and the press had already left. Sarah and her crew were discreetly cleaning up by gradually reducing the buffet length. She noted that the ice sculpture was performing as advertised. That “crete” stuff, cryo…create?—was amazing. She tipped her head to one side. Was it a bit off balance? She shrugged. Not her problem.

      She heard a high-pitched giggle and turned to look at the dance floor. The giggle appeared to have come from Afoniki’s dance partner. He was dancing with the debutante he’d been schmoozing earlier. His four bodyguards, sober and cold-eyed, were positioned protectively against the walls.

      Off to one side, Miss Maisie was sedately shifting slightly from side to side with her escort, Valentin Laurent. The old guy was as much a legend as Miss Maisie, though for different reasons. He’d been, well, an escort, before it was popular. Even Sarah’s mom had been less scornful about him, though that was probably because Miss Maisie looked out for him. But, according to those who’d know, he’d been something in his day. Handsome, discreet, lots of stamina—he had everything but the money to match his style. Sarah’s gaze followed the couple for a few seconds, her mind spinning a bit about what stories he could tell, though they’d probably go with him to his grave.

      The music had slowed as the witching hour approached. For Sarah, she and her feet had at least another hour before they were done. Her feet knew it and weren’t happy about it. She surreptitiously moved her shoulders to ease the cramp and glanced at her watch. Technically this do was done—

      She heard another giggle, one with a coy protest in it, and returned her attention to Afoniki and his deb. She’d pulled back in mock protest. As Sarah watched, Afoniki tugged her closer, his mouth smiling but his eyes bored. With a flirtatious smile, the deb allowed herself to be pulled into his arms, the girl’s arms sliding around to his back. It kind of creeped Sarah out, but before she could look away, the deb let out a startled cry, yanking away from the bad guy.

      The deb’s hands were stretched out in front, her horrified gaze going from the something dark smeared across her hands and then back to Afoniki. He swayed, his gaze startled, perhaps puzzled, but then slowly going unfocused.

      Sarah blinked. What the—

      The deb’s scream was choked, almost a shrill gasp.

      Against the walls, his bodyguards had stiffened to heightened attention. Confusion turned the nearby dancers into milling, confused bystanders, and then some realization not apparent to Sarah began to flow over them
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