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      The Big Easy ain't always easy. 

      Crime-solving is very much a family affair in The Big Uneasy series, where gruff patriarch, Zack Baker, and his “Baker’s Dozen”, protect and serve, tangling with lawbreakers, love, and each other in post-Katrina New Orleans.

      "Jones’ writing style is unique: a strong dose of noir balanced with humor and witty dialogue…The New Orleans ambiance conveyed is so realistically the reader will feel as if they have been plopped down right in the middle of the Big Easy." Midwest Book Review

      This boxed set includes Relatively Risky, Dead Spaces, Louisiana Lagniappe, and Worry Beads. It also includes the bonus short story “Family Treed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To find out about all my releases, be sure to sign up for my New Release eZine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            relatively risky

          

          The Big Uneasy 1

        

      

    

    
      When an aspiring illustrator attracts the attention of a New Orleans mob family, and secrets long hidden are unearthed from the past, a handsome homicide detective may be her only chance of surviving the Big Easy.

      The oldest of thirteen, Alex Baker does two things: he solves murders and avoids children. Until the day Nell Whitby foils a carjacking, knocks Alex off his feet and turns his life upside down.

      When the shots start flying and every rock he turns over reveals another wise guy, Alex decides he needs to stick close to the quirky yet captivating children’s book author while he discovers who is behind a series of mob hits. But can he resist the urge to kiss the kid magnet now in the crosshairs?

      A relative newcomer to New Orleans—with no family but her college friend—Nell spends her days in seeming obscurity, sketching tourists in the French Quarter and serving canapés for her friend’s catering business. When a chance encounter makes Nell the target of a mob hit, the only silver lining is meeting the cute cop who is determined to protect her.

      But when she finds herself at the head of a second line made up of goons and gangsters, and secrets start bubbling up out of her own past, Nell must figure out what she's made of so she can live long enough to kiss the cop again…

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to

      the City of New Orleans,

      AKA the Big Easy,

      both before and after Katrina.

      You made this Wyoming girl love you.
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      When Alex Baker felt the cold gun barrel press against the back of his neck he knew a bad night had just gotten worse. New Orleans at night was always a walk on the wild side, but when the moon was full, wild got super sized. The crazies came out, the bullets flew, and the emergency rooms filled up with the bloodied and the bowed.

      When he already had the best view of the city’s worst, working Homicide for the New Orleans Police Department, it wasn’t a good idea to piss off a mayoral aide, cuz the view was worse at night. Thank goodness it was his last night shift, at least until he pissed off someone else. It had felt like everyone was taking potshots at everyone else the whole damn night. The homicide rate had never been great, but it had gotten worse since Katrina. If something didn’t change, the City Council really would move to reclassify bullet holes as a natural cause of death, just to improve the stats for tourists. Starting to feel like it didn’t matter how many people lived in New Orleans, just how many died.

      Nights like this, he wondered why he didn’t find some quiet little town where only wildlife got shot at. But the Big Easy had moved into his head and his heart and worse, it set a good table. His stomach rumbled a reminder that it had been a long time since its last feeding. No question the food wooed the taste buds, wined, dined, and entertained them. Lured a body like those sirens in the legends. Even when he hated the city, he loved it. If the devil had a home here and in hell, he’d live here, no question about it. Except in August, when hell was cooler.

      In the quiet semi-dark, with morning just starting to lighten the horizon, he’d turned onto the narrow street where home, breakfast and bed waited. As usual, cars haphazardly crowded both sides of the street, fitting in where they could and where they shouldn’t. Parking in New Orleans required patience, ingenuity and a huge pile of luck. Sometimes he’d be driving along, spot a great parking place, and feel this overwhelming urge to grab it because it was there. Alex had known he was running out of patience, was probably out of luck. This time of the morning no one was likely to clear as space just because he needed it. They were all sleeping something off in their beds. He should have taken the front fence down a long time ago so he could park on the lawn, but Zach insisted a white picket fence was a chick magnet. A guy really didn’t want his dad saying chick magnet, let alone having one in the yard.

      He’d passed his house, wondering if he was going to be doomed to drive around until one of the college students across the street had to go to class, but as he passed a cross street, he’d spotted half a space just around the corner. It was by a hydrant, but the parking Nazis weren’t out this early, and he could get his dad to move his truck later. He pulled in, got most of his truck off the street, if he didn’t mind blocking the sidewalk. He didn’t. The dividing line between street and sidewalk was more imagined than real anyway. He’d shut off the engine and thrust open the door, anxious to get unconscious as soon as possible. Should have known better. Should have kept an eye on his surroundings. Which was why the stinking little piece of crap got the drop on him, down shifting his night from bad to worse.

      “Get out real slow with your hands where I can see ‘em, mother—” The pressure of the gun against his neck eased some, as if the perp couldn’t point and talk at the same time.

      Alex rolled his eyes at the spate of unoriginal swearing. The education system was so screwed up, it was depressing. Kids couldn’t even swear good and had nothing better to do than try to jack a detective who’d spent the night knee deep in bodies.

      “Keep your cool,” Alex said, more for himself than the kid, as his temper tried to slip tired’s leash. Making sure both hands were visible, he slid out and turned around. The kid was as small as he sounded and looked like he was on the downside of a high. Probably looking to trade Alex’s wheels for a trip back up. Man, the guys’d really roast him if he got jacked by a kid too young to shave.

      “Shut up and give me your wallet and keys!” The kid practically foamed at the mouth as another round of filth poured out.

      At his age, Alex hadn’t known half that many cuss words. And when he got caught saying the ones he knew, his head had been down in the sink eating soap. If he shoved a bar down the kid’s throat? Probably be called police brutality and get him a sit down with IAD.

      “Life’s not fair,” his dad would say about now. “But it’s always interesting, bubba.”

      And about to get more so, Alex realized. The swearing, while tiresome, had drowned out the unlikely figure on a bicycle bearing down on them both. She was hunched over the handles, an intent scowl on a face that was ordinary, but not in a bad way. Her feet pumped hard on the pedals, as she steered around the numerous potholes and bumps that pockmarked the street. Her eyes were narrow slits and her hair stuck out around her head like a ragged, brown halo.

      Alex sure hoped she didn’t plan to ram the little crap while he had a gun pointed at him—oh yeah, she meant to. As if the kid sensed her incoming, he started to turn.

      “Here, catch.” Alex tossed his keys high in the air. No surprise the kid followed the shiny object. Or that he stepped back to catch them. The front wheel of the bike caught the kid in the butt and sent him running forward, right into Alex’s waiting fist. He crumpled into an untidy heap, though a final hand twitch fired the gun. Alex’s driver’s side window exploded into flying shards of glass.

      And took his insurance rates with it.

      Alex mentally deployed a few swear words. Didn’t have time to say them as the bike and its rider skidded sideways. No way she’d regain control. Alex jumped forward, tried to catch her. Instead, he got tangled in the bike. Gravity weighed in but not on his side. Damn, he didn’t remember the pavement being that hard. The front wheel spun against the side of his face through two rotations before he untangled a hand and stopped it. He turned his head and found himself nearly nose to nose with the rider. It was a nice nose. Short but straight and set neatly between her eyes. They were nice, too. He’d spent the night fielding angry looks. Didn’t mind the nice change of gaze. They were a warm brown and…he tipped his head, trying to find the right description, and settled for nice. They were nice. She smelled better than all of his perps. That wasn’t  surprise. He noticed her lips were pursed, which sent his thoughts down a kissing side path. If he hadn’t been so tired, he wouldn’t have thought about kissing her, of course—

      As if on cue, she licked her lips, kick-starting something deep in his gut. Maybe he’d spent too long on the bench after his divorce. He blinked, a bit hazily, and realized she was engaged in a counter scrutiny. Her curious, oddly innocent gaze intersected his and she blinked, lashes thick as a hair brush sliding down, then up again. Despite the intrusion of the bike they were as intimately entangled as lovers. Shouldn’t have thought that. His breathing stuttered.

      “Are you all right?” Voice matched the eyes.

      “I’m fine.” His voice was on the husky side, but she wouldn’t know that. His gaze drifted to her mouth again. Wasn’t a kiss a time honored thank you for a rescue? Did sharing her crash count as a rescue? His conscience kicked. “Are you okay?”

      Her eyes widened. The mouth curved up. “Yes, thank you. Though…”

      Apparently oblivious to his snarled thoughts, she untangled her legs from her bike and from him, wincing a bit in the process, and scrambled up.

      He lifted the bike to the side. His nerve endings started sending an inventory of which parts hurt and how much. Gravity, as if sensing his desire to escape, tightened its grip. When he turned forty earlier this year, he’d decided it was time to quit slamming his body against the ground, hard objects and other people. It was getting embarrassing how long it took him to get up. Didn’t remember it hurting that much when he was younger. That’s why he’d applied for a transfer to Homicide. Life had a way of bringing you full circle—not to mention reemphasizing its most painful lessons. Lessons like, you can run but you can’t hide. And quit banging yourself against the ground, idiot brain.

      He ignored the hand she held out to him and fought gravity until he got both legs under him. He crouched and flipped the kid, cuffed him, then checked his pulse. He’d live to carjack again. Might even live long enough to be old enough to drive what he stole. He secured the perp’s weapon and then went to right the bike. He gave it a roll forward—seemed to be all right. Not too bent out of shape. Something ironic in that thought, but he was too tired to figure it out. He deployed the stand, wondered what she was doing out so early, turned to ask, and found her staring at the handcuffs. Then she looked at him, her eyes a bit wide.

      Some color scored his cheeks. “I’m a cop.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her grin was a bit sheepish as she held up his keys.

      Alex’s lips twitched, too tired to manage a grin. “Nice catch.”

      “I’ve always had good eye-hand coordination. I kick butt at Mario Kart.”

      Maybe that’s where she got the idea to ram the little piece of crap. He opened his mouth to tell her she should confine her ramming to games but stopped. Sounded too much like something his old man would say. She grinned, as if she knew, then turned to check her bike herself.

      He was a guy, so he studied the rear view. A bit of skin showed where her top and calf-length pants didn’t quite meet. Her pants fit fine over a nicely formed caboose—she kicked her bike stand and swung a leg over. The scuffed cowboy boots were a surprise, but not as much as the realization she was going to just ride away.

      “You can’t leave,” he protested. “You’re a witness. I’ll need a statement—”

      “I have to go to work.” She dug in a pocket, extracted a battered card and held it out.

      Alex accepted it, but that didn’t stop him from trying again as she lifted a foot to a pedal with clear intent to push off. “I can call your employer and explain—”

      Her smile silenced him. The grin had been engaging, but the smile—had he thought her ordinary? He blinked. Tried to remember what he’d meant to say, but before he could she said, “You can’t call the muse. It calls you.”

      He should stop her, would have if he’d shot the kid. Instead, he watched her go. Caboose looked even better straddling the bike. When she’d pedaled from sight, he extracted his cell and rallied the troops, before looking down at the card she’d given him.

      By Whitby.

      Then in smaller print, her name—Eleanor Whitby—and other relevant details, next to what looked like a tiny vegetable, only with eyes, nose and huge teeth. Opposite that, in fancy script he read….

      “Alfonse the artichoke?” Alex rubbed his aching head.

      “Alfonse? The artichoke? The Alfonse? That’s so sick!”  The groggy carjacker lifted his head. Alex looked at him, both brows arched, and the kid said in a defensive rush, “Dude. Alfonse is happening.” He looked down the street with a look that was almost awe. “Was that Whitby? I was sure he was a dude.”

      Alex gave a brief summary to dispatch and rang off.

      “I got knocked on my ass by Whitby.”

      Apparently he missed the part where his chin connected with Alex’s fist. But he’d be less likely to file a complaint with IAD if he blamed her, so Alex let it pass.

      “Wow. She was kinda sick.”

      Alex shook his head. So the carjacker had a crush on the artichoke author. Just when he thought New Orleans had gotten as weird as it could get. They should call this place the Big Uneasy.

      “She gave you her card? Could I get her address—”

      “You have the right to remain silent. I’d suggest you exercise this right until you’re in the presence of your lawyer or I might just forget I’m a good cop and kick your skinny ass up over your pointy head.”

      When Alex finally got clear of the crime scene—something that took way longer than it should have—and made it into his house, he found his dad sitting at the kitchen table, the Times-Picayune spread out in front of him.

      “You know they are going to quit printing that, don’t you? You’ll have to go online to get your news.” Alex was pretty sure the neighborhood wouldn’t mind missing his dad in his ratty robe collecting the newspaper every morning, but he didn’t say so. He’d outstripped his dad in height but the old man could still take him down. And if that stare meant what Alex thought it did, he’d have heard the shot. He sighed. Couldn’t stop shifting from one foot to the other. “I’m fine.” Dad eyebrows arched, still packed a punch, even sprouting white and gray. “Truck needs a new window.”

      And his temper needed an adjustment. Sleep should take care of that, though it would be harder to get to sleep now that the sun was fully up. He gave the rays streaming in the window a baleful look, which didn’t faze it at all.

      “I know someone who can fix it cheap, bubba.” Zachariah Baker called all his sons bubba.

      It was faster than working his way through all seven names until he hit on the right one. His six daughters, Alex’s half sisters, were all “honey,” except for the youngest, who was “baby,” in spite of her shiny new law degree. Alex wasn’t that fond of lawyers, but he could see value of having one in the family.

      “Fixing it cheap would be good.” Especially with his insurance rates about to take another hike.

      Satisfied, Zach returned to his newspaper. Alex removed his gun and stowed it in the same locked cabinet that had been his dad’s. Zach had started out as a street cop with the NOPD and had managed to make it to retirement with his integrity intact, no mean feat in the scandal-ridden police department of the past. A hair shorter than Alex, he was a bulky, large-boned man’s man with a weather-beaten face and gray hair. He’d married and buried two wives. Signs number three might be incoming, now that his thirteen children, his Baker’s dozen, were grown and mostly gone.

      Alex considered his current residence at home a temp situation, though his divorce had gone through four years ago. It hadn’t been a surprise when the ex served him the papers. Knew she didn’t believe him when he told her he’d raised enough kids. Women. How could she look at this place and not believe?

      The kitchen looked like it had been scoured out by gale force winds—something not far from the truth. Couldn’t funnel thirteen kids through a room for that many years without leaving a mark. The long, bruised table was the same one that used to be as crowded—and as noisy—as a bird’s nest at feeding time. Mornings, which he still didn’t like, were spent racing from open mouth to open mouth, shoving food into them in a vain attempt to close them all. Feeding was followed by the mad, whine-intensive scramble to find schoolbooks and lunches and get everyone out the door and off to school. And then getting out the door, too. Zach must have been there sometimes. Not even he could work all the time, but it never seemed to make any difference.

      “Anything interesting in the news?” he asked. His body might be ready to get prone, but his brain was still too active.

      Zach folded a section of the newspaper and shoved it toward Alex, opened a new section. Alex settled in opposite and studied the headlines without taking anything in.

      “Rough night?”

      Alex shrugged. “Had better. Had worse.”

      “Shouldn’t bring your work home with you.”

      Alex glanced up, not sure why he felt defensive. Not like he planned it. He rubbed his face tiredly as his stomach rumbled insistently. “Want some eggs or something?”

      Zach shook his head. “Leslie’s picking me up. Doing breakfast bar at Shoney’s.”

      “Do I need to start looking for an apartment?” Alex had no problem with his dad remarrying. He’d spent plenty of years alone, not through lack of persistent effort. What woman wanted to take on thirteen children or risk increasing that number?

      “You wouldn’t have to move out. House is plenty big, bubba.”

      Not that big. Alex realized his dad was looking at him with an unusually intent expression.

      “What?”

      “Leslie has this friend—”

      Alex pushed his chair back and stood up. “No.”

      “You need to get out, bubba. It’s been a long time since the divorce—”

      “I’m going to bed.” He was not going on a freaking double date with his dad. He stomped down the hallway to the bedroom, stripped off his shoes, and sank onto the bed. He hurt all over and his stomach was pissed off,  but it would have to wait. He was too tired to care. The sun poked through the blinds in several places, just in case his brain didn’t know it was day. He buried his face in the pillow, but that just shut off his air, not his thoughts. How could he be this tired and not be asleep? He finally rolled over to stare at a ceiling still sporting damage from the time he and his brothers tried to play circus.

      The muse. Eleanor Whitby must be an artist. They littered the Quarter, hawking their wares to eke out a living. Only the little crap perp had heard of her. He gave a shudder. Last thing he wanted was to get mixed up with a woman who had anything to do with kids, even if she did have nice eyes and a mouth that looked—he dropped the card, rolled over and punched the pillow. She was a witness. End of story.

      Gave her chops for not looking the other way, even if she should have. He’d have taken the perp down, of course, but it might have been a bit messier. The kid had definitely pissed him off. She might have saved him face time with IAD was his last thought as he finally drifted off to sleep.
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      It took a couple of blocks for the post-traumatic shock to hit. Had she left her brain at home this morning? She was too old to be riding to the rescue of a seriously cute, not to mention obviously capable cop. Of course, no man was truly capable or they wouldn’t need wives, girlfriends and secretaries—did he have a wife or girlfriend? The television cops didn’t have secretaries—

      Not her business, she reminded herself with some firmness. For a moment there it had seemed—but cute guys, even recently rescued ones, didn’t have “moments” with her, not even teeny weeny ones. That didn’t stop Nell from thinking about him as she pedaled her way through the early morning traffic. It was spring in New Orleans, the perfect time for a woman to think about a man, even if she was plain as the first Jane. And it wasn’t like there was much else she could do, other than try not to get killed. Besides, she was an artist. Faces were her business. Okay, her business was mostly cartoons, which he wasn’t. And, she conceded a bit ruefully, she hadn’t been thinking just about his face.

      He’s what old Mrs. Higgins would have called a fine figure of a man. Outdated phrase, but Mrs. Higgins had been a bit outdated. Didn’t make her wrong.

      Nor did it seem to matter that every finely formed inch of him had vibrated with annoyed. Broad shoulders had hunched. Short, impatient steps had started from narrow hips, which she might have accidentally noticed when he bent over to pick up her bike. He had the height and build to inspire confidence in a gal, despite the fact that her first sighting was him with his hands in the air looking down the barrel of a gun wielded by a kid. As an artist, she enjoyed a good contrast, especially the ludicrous ones. They were grist for her sketch mill. That scene would end up as a sketch, even if it was too violent for an Alphonse story. Alphonse needed fun vegetables, not awesome butts—

      Her bike wobbled a bit and she decided she’d better redirect her thoughts higher before she ended up a statistic. Her cycling skills weren’t great even when she wasn’t distracted. Faces, she reminded herself. He had a nice one. The jawline had been strong with a whole lotta stubborn in there, but Nell didn’t see that as a downside. Helped that the stubborn chin needed a shave. His upper face had brooding, blue-enough-to-dog-paddle-in eyes, though they were a bit on the cynical side. She’d rather liked the touches of silver in the close-cropped, brown hair. He was taller than she was, which was a nice change.

      She could have been bitter that God had made her tall and undeniably ordinary, but she could reach the high shelf and, for the most part, see where she was going. She sighed. Not like her to look at a guy and ponder kissing him on the mouth, except…it had looked like that mouth could go from cuss to kiss in a heartbeat. Too bad…her bike wobbled again, worse this time, so she searched for something less…volatile to think about.

      Like teeth. He had nice ones. Lined up like proper soldiers, pristine white, top and bottom. She tended to notice teeth. She used them a lot in her drawings. Nothing personalizes a carrot like a good set of choppers.

      She had good teeth, too, though no one noticed except her dentist, and he tended to see them as a personal affront, as if she kept them cavity-free on purpose. She rather thought he—the cop, not her dentist—had almost grinned at her at one point. He’d had the air of a man accustomed to getting what—and who—he wanted. A pity he hadn’t wanted to kiss her. Sad as it was, she’d have let him. Hey, if she weren’t a believer in expanding her experience, she’d still be in Wyoming checking out books to bitter teens.

      Being ordinary had kept her from expanding her kissing experience too much. Because Nell took after her mom, she didn’t mind. Not even when that enormous—from her child perspective—lady called her homely outside the Wal-Mart.

      “What’s homely?” she’d asked.

      Before her mom could come up with something soothing, the lady had said, “It means plain, dear. Not pretty.”

      “Neither are you.” Plain hadn’t left her free of the devastating honesty of being four. Her mom had stuffed her in the car, where Nell had picked up a pencil and her pad and drawn her first vegetable person. The lady made a great eggplant. Mom and Dad had laughed, and Dad taped it to the refrigerator door—her first, and still her favorite, showing. She wasn’t sure why her brain turned people into vegetables and she’d not considered it a marketable skill. It was more an aberration. Besides, her parents had been into “real” jobs, so she trained to be a “real” librarian and kept her doodling to her off hours. She’d still be conducting story hours and cataloging books if fate hadn’t stepped on her life with both its big feet.

      Nell pushed those clouds away, focusing instead on the silver lining that was her best friend. Without Sarah, well, Nell wasn’t sure where she’d be, at least, she knew she wouldn’t be living in New Orleans, for sure wouldn’t be a published author of an actual book, and wouldn’t be following the muse to the French Quarter for a morning of sketching. It was a fortunate side benefit of having a muse that it often summoned her to the French Quarter. Selling sketches supplemented the modest salary from Sarah’s fledgling catering business. Sarah had gotten some nice contracts in the last few months, a couple from the socially important people with deep pockets, but the competition was keen, and the lagging economy kept the business teetering on the knife edge of disaster—though Sarah seemed to like dancing on the knife edge.

      Nell grinned as she turned onto Decatur Street, dodging cars and carriages. The smells got richer and the sounds got more complex, despite the early hour. Traffic sounds, both car and pedestrian, blended into those from the street performers, and there was always the calliope from the Natchez warming up the pipes. And if the sights and sounds weren’t enough of a kaleidoscope, there were those smells. Car fumes, hot sauce, a mix of flower scents that she was still trying to learn, river musty, food cooking, and her personal favorite: the bakery smells. French bread, pastries and Café du Monde. She couldn’t always afford a beignet, but there was no law against inhaling their sweet scent as she pedaled past.

      Nell had a little money in her pocket today, so she locked up her bike, extracted her portfolio with her sketching supplies from the attached basket, and got in line at the Café. When her turn came, she exchanged some bills for a fragrant bag of three fresh-from-the-hot-oil beignets and headed for the Moon Walk. Her spirits rose as she climbed the ramp up the first flood wall, then down across the railroad tracks. The steps to the Moon Walk weren’t busy yet, though she did have to dodge one set of eager tourists before topping the levee.

      She paused a moment to let the barely cool, deeply humid air flow soft as silk across her arms and face. When she first moved to New Orleans, it had felt as if the air was mostly water, but her lungs had eventually adjusted and her skin lapped up the moisture like a kitten over a bowl of milk.

      People who haven’t been raised inland didn’t, maybe couldn’t, appreciate the appeal of water to those who’d grown up landlocked. Wyoming was known for many things, but water wasn’t one of them. The thick, silver expanse flowing past almost at her feet both soothed the spirit and enticed her to take the roads not traveled, looking for the sights not seen. There was something about stepping outside the safe and familiar into the unknown that altered not just her view of the world, but the essential her.

      She was still Nell, but when she walked into a French Quarter shop and the mysterious, spicy smells closed around her, she became “baby”, “sugar,” and sometimes “cher” to the store clerks. She’d been raised to be uptight, but with each day in New Orleans, her insides relaxed more and more, mellowing into something more in keeping with the Big Easy that wrapped a body into its warm, wet embrace.

      After a short debate with herself, she turned in the direction of the Natchez steamboat. She liked being alone with her sketch pad, but she needed the money—always did—and was more likely to make some where the tourists gathered to board the paddle-wheeled ship.

      She settled on an empty bench and opened the bag. She’d need to eat fast. It never took long for children to collect around her like ants around a crumb. She didn’t know why. Maybe she had more in common with kids. The world of adults perplexed her as much now as it had when she was short. Real grownups always seemed to know exactly what to do, whereas she felt like she groped her way through her life.

      Nell scarfed her beignets, enjoying the way the powdered sugar formed a small, puffy cloud in the air around her head before settling onto her clothes. When she’d emptied the bag, she pulled out a wet wipe—it paid to know her personal weaknesses and prepare for them—cleaned the sticky from her hands, and then flipped open her sketch book and stared at the river.

      “You got a blood.”

      Nell pulled her gaze from the long to the short view and found a little girl studying her. She’d pulled her thumb out of her mouth just long enough to point out Nell’s “blood,” then put it back. She was cute and chubby and looked like a sunflower. Despite a certain grubbiness, Nell could tell she had a fond mama picking her clothes. They matched, right down to the socks and shoes. Nell hadn’t added flowers to her repertoire, but maybe she should. While she mulled the merits of flowers as characters, she did a mental sort through her various bumps and bangs from her fall until she identified a particularly insistent stinging sensation on her elbow. A quick examination did indeed reveal a “blood.”

      The kid and Nell studied it together for several seconds. She suspected the kid was studying it because kids just liked to look at other people’s “bloods.” They also liked to look at their own. And pick their scabs. Nell didn’t admit it socially, but she liked to pick her scabs, too. She didn’t, of course. She knew about scarring, but the temptation was always there.

      It looked like there was a bit of gravel mixed into the blood clot that had formed over her “blood,” so she pulled out another wet wipe and applied it gingerly to her wound. It stung fiercely, but she felt a responsibility not to wince in front of the kid. The “blood” cleaned up, Nell looked up to find her audience of one had expanded to six. All were in the six-to-ten age range.

      Kids made great veggies. Their bodies were always trying to burst their seams and full of interesting angles and curves. For the most part, their parents liked her sketches, too, a happy accident since many were willing to cough up cash to get one of their particular darling. She’d picked up enough of this unofficial income to almost close the gap between what she needed to survive and what Sarah was able to pay her. The release of her first Alphonse book had been moderately successful, according to her publisher. The Alphonse the Artichoke tee-shirts had received an unexpected boost from some of the tween set, for reasons neither of them could figure out. Nell didn’t expect it to last, so it was a good thing her art was a labor of love, rather than her only income.

      The blood dealt with, Nell studied her sunflower girl, then, in a few swift strokes, captured her personality—and her semi-toothy grin on paper. She showed it to her—making sure the semi-hovering mama saw it, too. After that, time passed quickly until the Natchez called all her customers and their parents for their journey down the river. She packed up her gear, did a surreptitious assessment of her take—because getting mugged was clearly a dangerous possibility—and headed back along the Moon Walk toward the stairs.

      She’d made enough to feel comfortable about grabbing herself a shrimp po’boy or maybe a plate of catfish and fries for lunch, before heading home. She caught the scent of sugar in the languid air and decided she’d have to detour past one of her favorite pastry shops, too. Been at least two hours, maybe more, since the beignets. The Natchez's whistle announced its imminent departure and she stopped to watch the colorful scene, a breeze off the river easing the heat of the sun. The shifting combinations of people, the interesting faces and colors became snapshots in her head that she’d try out for book three, while she waited for her second book to release.

      With a sigh she turned from the bright scene and checked her watch. She had to cover the phone for Sarah, so if she wanted lunch and a treat, she’d need to pick up the pace. Her thoughts on food and time tables, she didn’t see him until it was too late to change direction.

      Today he sat on the bench closest to the stairs she needed to descend, his gnarled hands resting on his cane. As was his custom, at least the few times she’d noticed him, he had a stone-faced, scary-looking bodyguard standing behind him. Different guy from last time—both faces difficult to erase from a memory geared to storing faces. This was the third, maybe the fourth time she’d seen him up here, though he usually sat further along, away from the stairs, more toward the end of the Walk, where it tended to be less crowded. She’d noticed that the crow-like figure contrasted sharply with the bright bustle around him. Been surprised—and not in a good way—when she realized he’d noticed her back. Unless she was sketching, people usually didn’t, and even then it was the drawings they remembered more than her.

      He’d met her look, then smiled at her. Wasn’t a nice smile, but her mom had taught her to be respectful toward the elderly, so she’d smiled back, and gave him a wide berth just in case. Her Mom also told her not to talk to strangers. This was her first time to see him since the day of the creepy smile. And now he was in her path to lunch. Great.

      It was possible he was a nice man who just didn’t look like one, but she couldn’t quite sell her instincts on that one. His clothes were understated, even tasteful, but still made him look like a bad guy for some reason. Today he had on what she was sure was an expensive gray suit. Sometimes it was black. Never warm brown, though it could have been a good color for him. Warmer would have been less creepy. There was something not quite real about him, as if he were a caricature from The Sopranos. She didn’t know he was a wise guy, of course, but she didn’t know he wasn’t. Despite his age and slight figure, he bothered her. Age had not carved kind into his face, and his brown eyes were as chilly as his suit. Even in the light suit, he was a dark spot in the cheerful scene, and she wished she had the nerve to stop and sketch him. Contrast interested her, even when it probably shouldn’t. It wasn’t just that she didn’t have time that kept her moving. He didn’t look like someone who would be happy to be portrayed as a villainous bok choy in a children’s book.

      Too late to change course, she pressed on, debating which side of the bench to pass on. He didn’t seem to have seen her yet. If she went behind, there was the bodyguard creating a different kind of menace. Her fingers twitched, and she was glad her portfolio was under her arm and somewhat out of reach. Her stomach rumbled and her mental clock ticked against the insistence of the muse, helping to boost her resolve not to piss off the scary guys.

      The old man didn’t move or look at her, as she closed on him. She pretended to look at the river as she drew level, sensed the moment the bodyguard noticed her. Felt the chill from his gaze riding beads of sweat down her back. She angled her head a bit more, her sight and sound heightening, as she drew level with the pair. There was a scraping sound against the path’s surface and then her shins connected with something hard and narrow. No time to wonder how anything came to be in her way. She was going down again.

      Portfolio flew one way.

      Her feet went the other.

      Her tush made painful contact with turf for second time in not enough hours. Should have been a Monday. Some stars did a little dance before eyes before fading out of view.

      “I am sorry.”

      He didn’t sound sorry, and how had his cane—only hard, narrow thing around—got in her way? Chill of eyes extended to his voice. Cliché, bad guy voice. He could have air conditioned a room just by talking. She accidentally looked up, met the gaze. Oh yeah, he was worse up close. Felt her eyeballs dry as they did deer-in-headlights. It had never been a good look for her.

      “Are you all right?”

      He almost sounded anxious. Or like someone trying to sound anxious. He needed more practice, but she gave him a point for trying, then took it back for sucking at it.

      “I’m fine.”

      A large, beautifully manicured hand entered her sightline. A big, gold ring winked at her, but she didn’t follow it up to the face. Bodyguard gave off a worse vibe than the old man—

      Bodyguard must have lost patience. The big hand grabbed hers and she was yanked upright hard enough to almost send her staggering into a powerful chest wrapped in cliché black on black. Cloying scent made her eyes water. Would have slammed into his chest if he hadn’t been strong enough to halt the collision he’d almost caused. In the yin-yang moment, she accidentally caught a glimpse of his hard face. Probably be some nightmares in her future. If they didn’t kill her for tripping over the cane and forcing the creep to help her up. His grip eased when she steadied, though her heart thumped like she’d been chest to chest with a killer.

      “I am sorry.”

      Old guy still didn’t sound sorry. Repeating the words didn’t make them so.

      “I’m the one who is sorry.” Boy, was she sorry. “I should have watched where I was going.” She opened up some distance between her and the bodyguard, still not quite making eye contact with either of them. His cane was pulled back where it had been when she first saw them. Had he, could he have tripped her on purpose? Couldn’t think of any reason he would have, but she also couldn’t figure out how it got in her way.

      “You should wear a hat.” His aged hand flicked his nose.

      Nell’s immediately glowed like Rudolf’s. She touched the end, felt the heat, though it might be from panic. “You’re right. I’ll get right on that.” She glanced toward Jackson Square. It, and the throng of people there, seemed too far away. She’d lost her mind and something else—

      Old guy held out her portfolio. Kind of surprised he’d managed to pick it up. Or moved so fast without her noticing. He had to be over eighty. She took the portfolio, with another, quickly averted, glance. “Thank you.” That felt weird and wrong, even if it was polite. Like she was thanking him for tripping her.

      “Are you sure you are all right?”

      Something in his tone caught her attention and she looked at him, full on looked at him. There was something about his eyes…

      Bodyguard grunted.

      She jumped. “I’m fine. Great. Hardly felt a thing.” She backed away, almost fell down the stairs. Grabbing the hand-rail, she tossed an uneasy smile toward them both, then turned and headed down, resisting the impulse to scamper as she felt a bullet-sized hole bore into the center of her back. The feeling followed her down the suddenly long staircase, across the tracks and back up again, stayed with her until she could drop out of sight on Decatur Street. As if she’d been temporarily rendered deaf, the comforting sounds of the Quarter washed over her again. Someone calling them to repentance because this year, for sure, the world would end. A little rap music, a little rock n’roll, some jazz, and just a touch of Zydeco.

      She felt better, though the hand she raised to push damp strands off her forehead trembled. She caught sight of her watch. Well, bang went her lunch, not that her appetite had survived the encounter. She just had time to get back and cover the phone so Sarah could make her appointment.

      She headed for her bike, couldn’t stop herself taking a quick look toward the ramp. There was no sign of either of them, which shouldn’t be a shock. So why did she feel watched? She did a quick survey—biggest waste of a minute ever. The Quarter was already crowded with people. So she had an overactive imagination which she should keep focused on her books. It wasn’t as if tripping was a killing offense or she’d already be dead.
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      Not much got in Dimitri Afoniki’s way. There were good reasons he was called the Russian Tiger. When something or someone was stupid enough to get in his way, he had people to remove it, people who acted without having to be told once, let alone twice. If they forgot that, they got removed and new people took their place. There were those rare times when removal wasn’t possible. The world didn’t revolve around him. Yet.

      He stared out the tinted window of his limousine, one long finger tapping the arm rest, frowning as he considered the problem that had taken him from his office and loaded schedule. He’d demurred, tried to delegate. His great uncle had accused him of being spoiled. Acted as if he should be embarrassed about it. Naturally he was spoiled. Why should he not be? He had money. Power. Good looks—looks that had gotten him out of trouble more than once when he was young. He had charm, too, when he cared to use it. He only did when absolutely necessary. Using it tended to create other complications.

      And if all that failed to impress, which it rarely did, there was his name. His great uncle might be three thousand years old, might not have left his house for a decade, but the smart people still feared him. The stupid people, well, the world was better off without stupid people, wasn’t it? Everyone but his great uncle rushed to make him happy. Age, his uncle asserted with tedious regularity, had its privileges. How fortunate it also made the old man tired. His demands were less frequent with each year that passed. That they were less frequent did not make them less inconvenient or annoying.

      This particular task was both. He frowned. Dimitri’s growing dominance over the family empire might have made him a bit, he considered a variety of words before settling on, complacent that there would be few bumps—

      The vehicle chose that moment to go through one of New Orleans’ many potholes. Almost he chuckled. He had a sense of humor. It was part of his charm. He could even appreciate irony. It eased his boredom. Not that boredom was his current problem. It wasn’t even that someone had failed to do exactly as he wished. It happened. Rarely, but it happened.

      No, it was not the what in his way, but the who. The she. Had he ever been troubled by a she? He considered the question, but could not recall any woman making more than a mild ripple in his life. Women had one purpose, then were…nudged on. Attempts to linger were dealt with by his people.

      The finger tapping tempo increased. What did the old man expect to come of this meeting? What outcome did he desire? The nature of the task was too ambiguous, too lacking in direction.

      “Find out why she is here,” his uncle had ordered.

      With an irritated shift, Dimitri pulled the folder close and opened it, staring at the face of the woman. Bland, beyond ordinary, a librarian from Wyoming? No one that mattered came from Wyoming. What interest could she hold for the old man? Why did he care to know why she was here? It wasn’t the usual interest. She wasn’t young or pretty enough for that. His uncle had tried to hide it, of course, but he was very interested. Unnaturally interested. Sadly, that meant Dimitri must pretend she interested him.

      “She shouldn’t be hard to charm into talking,” the old man had said, as if Dimitri’s charm were tonic easily and carelessly dispensed. “No competition noted.”

      Of course no competition had been noted. She was an ordinary woman in her thirties. The trick wouldn’t be charming her into talking, but getting her to shut up. He frowned down at the photograph. What could she possibly know? The report was so bland, it had bored him to read it.

      Was the old man finally losing it? He’d thought so, had delegated the job until, well, the old bear still had some teeth. Uneasy, and not sure why, he’d crafted a plan, certain the problem would be ticked off his to-do list with only a small disruption to his schedule. The woman would be charmed to meet him and spill her secrets with no muss or fuss. Women always were easy. She worked for a catering company. He often needed a caterer. So he arranged to need one. She was the personal assistant. In his experience, the assistant was the first person one met, not the last.

      Two weeks later, he still had not made contact with the most impersonal personal assistant he’d ever not met. If not for the photographic evidence that she did indeed exist, he’d have begun to wonder if he was the one losing it. The impasse might have continued if not for two events.

      His uncle had demanded an update, with a look in his eyes that boded trouble for Dimitri, the kind his people couldn’t manage. It was not a good moment to realize that not only was the old man spoiled, too, he had also been spoiled longer. And there were many others waiting in the wings for their shot at being the right-hand man to a dying old man.

      Even that might not have mattered if not for the clincher in the latest report from the investigator, a report that included a photograph of St. Cyr giving the woman his crocodile smile. This sent her to the top of his to-do list. If St. Cyr was interested, so was he. It was time to force an “accidental” meeting with this oddly elusive quarry.

      He’d waited until the Burland woman was too far away to get back and then called and asked for an urgent meeting. And he’d agreed—after a short pause—to make do with her assistant. There was no other personal assistant on record, so he was reasonably confident this time—though not confident enough to update his uncle just yet.

      Now his limousine drifted to a smooth halt in front of the stately residence that housed Blue Bayou Catering and, he hoped, his soon-to-be-solved problem. His driver ignored the traffic that quickly piled up behind them while Vlad slid out of the front seat to open the rear door for Dimitri.

      Indifferent to the cacophony of honking horns or the waiting Vlad, Dimitri studied the house through half lowered lids. If he owned such prime real estate, he’d bring in a bulldozer. He understood there were rules, but he’d been driving over them for most of his life. Forgiveness was much easier to buy than permission. And he was weary of the old, most especially weary of catering to an old man clinging with claw-like hands to his power.

      Was this the chink in his aging armor? A way to finally bring the old buzzard down? What was it about this woman that brought an avid gleam to the rheumy old eyes of both men? It certainly wasn’t the usual reason. Neither man had ever dallied with a female over twenty-five. Sadly, there was only one way to find out. He must be brave and gaze upon ordinary and pretend to like it. Possibly even charm it.

      Dimitri stepped out into the annoying humidity, giving a slight shrug to rearrange the line of his suit. He was Russian by blood, if not by birth. A creature of the cold, he wondered, not for the first time, why the old man chose to headquarter his empire in a humid swamp when he had most of the world to choose from.

      He trod the short, curving path to imposing doors, and Vlad stepped up to press the bell, then shifted to the side, his stance alert as his driver put the car—and traffic—in motion once more. The door swung wide, the shadowy interior somewhat impeding his view of what he presumed was the source of his great uncle’s—and very much his own—discontent.

      “Mr. Afoniki?”

      At least her voice did not grate. He nodded a greeting, stepping into the cool hallway without waiting for permission. Out of the bright sun, his eyes adjusted, allowing him an opportunity to assess his quarry.

      “I’m Nell Whitby. Sarah’s been delayed, but she should be here soon.”

      Not too soon, he hoped, producing a practiced smile for this easy prey. With a small measure of curiosity, he compared reality with the photographs. Like a properly demure personal assistant, she wore a slim black skirt, white blouse and low heeled shoes. There were signs she’d tried to tame her hair, though it wisped a bit around her face, because of the humidity he presumed, having endured countless complaints from various women on the subject. Her voice was pitched low and was a bit on the cool side. He couldn’t mind. At least she didn’t gush.

      He extended a hand with a gracefully studied flourish. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Miss Whitby.”

      She matched his move, minus the flourish or the grace. She wasn’t clumsy, just prim, librarian-ish, he supposed. His fingers swept around hers in a gentle caress, the tips of his fingers settling on her pulse. A bit disconcerting to find it placid and unaffected. He held back a frown, rather proud he’d managed it. He started to lift her hand to his mouth, but it somehow slid free of his.

      She had already begun her turn to lead him to the office. “Please call me Nell, Mr. Afoniki.”

      Had he been glad she didn’t gush? He halted her move by not following her. She paused halfway through her turn, one brow lifted in inquiry.

      “You must call me Dimitri,” he said, shocked by his tone. It wasn’t gushing. He did not gush, but it was…rather friendly. He would need to be careful. Too much friendly gave women ideas.

      She blinked, the slow sweep of her lashes softening the austerity of her face, but when the lashes lifted again, the look in her eyes showed no inclination toward getting ideas. He had a fleeting feeling of déjà vu from her steady brown gaze. As if this had happened to him before, but that was not possible. Women fell at his feet, had for as long as he could recall.

      “If you’ll come with me, I’m sure we can get your issue sorted out.” The tone held gentle prodding, but not much else.

      He’d have been piqued, but then he recalled he’d seen the tactic once or twice before. This pretended indifference to get his attention. He would allow her to continue the charade. For now. This time he allowed the change of location by following her down the cool hallway. She led him without the usual self-conscious shimmy. She faked indifference very well. Almost her games amused. Almost. Her figure was not up to his standards, the rear her best side, even minus the shimmy. She had the height for a few adjustments, some enhancements, though the face would take more than a little work to bring it up to code. Not that he planned to try. This game they played was not the usual one. Information, not sex, was on the table.

      She turned at the door to the office. “Can I get you something?”

      The provocative question was so prosaically offered, he was genuinely amused, he noted, rather surprised. Few men had managed this level of composure in his presence, the women never. His certainty faltered briefly. It was possible she did not know—but her gaze found him, studying him like a policeman. Or, it came to him in a flash, that assistant principal. He had not thought of her in years. The private Catholic school was, for the most part, run by nuns. Easy prey. Even at eight he knew how to make them giggle and blush. He’d caused the fight that had landed him in her office, but he knew teachers weren’t allowed to assess blame or disbelieve him. It might damage his tender psyche. Oh, he’d get punished, but so would his victim. A win-win.

      He’d been laughing inside until that calm, stern gaze latched onto him. This one sliced and diced him with the same calm, seeing dispassion. Oh yes, she knew exactly what she was doing. Her eyes lost focus for several seconds. Not a good idea in the presence of the Russian Tiger.

      She blinked, returning to the present, with no sign of discomposure. “Sorry, was just thinking about rutabagas.”

      He frowned. Did she plan to offer him a vegetable tray? He replaced the frown with a smolder. “I prefer the sweet to the savory.” He waited for her to return this serve. Or at least blush.

      She studied him thoughtfully, distantly. “I’m afraid we don’t have a lot of variety. Just bottled water and maybe a soft drink or two, but I’m happy to check.”

      Was that a return of his serve or—it was his turn to blink, trying to connect the proper dots. Rutabagas to drinks? She was not what he’d expected, despite keeping his expectations low. Not that he was disappointed. He was not entirely sure what he was. Nothing felt familiar, a novel sensation that he hoped never to encounter again.

      “I’m fine.” He wasn’t, exactly, but he would be. Ordinary women were not on his radar, but she was a woman. The management of an ordinary one couldn’t be that different.

      “Right then, let me pull up your uncle’s file.” She crossed to the chair tucked in behind a small, but well-crafted desk and sat. “Please.” She gestured toward the wing back chairs in front of the desk. “This will just take a minute.” Her hand covered the mouse, waking up the computer screen, then attacked the keyboard with an economy of movement.

      Her fingers were long, nicely shaped and showed some care. No polish or talon nails. They were her only good feature, so she might have enhanced them with an understated polish, but she hadn’t. She’d accepted her ordinariness, he concluded. He lowered himself into one of the chairs, studying her with professional curiosity. She made no effort to flirt or acknowledge him as a man, because she knew what she was and what she wasn’t? Would that make her vulnerable to a modest charm offensive? Would she know the basic moves? Almost, she’d seemed to look through him—but that would be a feint, a pretense. No woman looked past his face. Ever.

      He relaxed in the chair. “You don’t sound local.” Idle conversation first. A circling of the prey before moving in.

      The shift of attention toward him was brief. “No. I’m from Wyoming.” A pause. “Not Star Valley.”

      He felt free to frown at this, her attention wholly on her screen. “Of course not.” Why did he feel as if he’d missed a cue? He never missed cues. “You’re very far from home.” A slight nod, something that might have been a smile. “What brought you to New Orleans?”

      That pulled her attention off her screen. The careful way she considered her answer confirmed his suspicion that they played a game.

      “Sarah—Miss Burland—was my roommate in college. When she started the business, she asked me to come help out.”

      Cagey, very cagey. Seemed to deliver information without delivering. A clever woman. He supposed it was the fall-back position of the ordinary, but it gave him no hint to her purpose. Did she seek to hide her past? Or her reason for being in New Orleans? He’d read her file. She seemed an open book…

      Was that the key? “Don’t you write books or something?”

      This nudged a smile out of her, one that improved the austerity of her features, but it faded quickly. “I’ve published one children’s book.”

      She followed this with a look that made him add, “I was looking for a gift for my…cousin’s child and…” He realized he was explaining—which he never did—so he smiled. It was what he did.

      She seemed about to comment, but gave a sort of nod instead. When she did speak it was to offer, “I’m sorry. The computer is a bit slow today.”

      Was she uneasy? No sign of it on her face and her gaze appeared singularly untroubled. In profile she seemed less, well, it verged on—he shook his head, not sure what he thought. Which was not typical. He was spoiled, he realized, hovering between amused and annoyed. He’d come here expecting easy. It had been some time since he’d faced a real challenge. Not that he considered her a real challenge. Not yet. His thoughts kept circling back to: not what he’d expected.

      When he took her features, her figure apart, there was nothing special, and yet…somehow the sum was something more than not-special. Was it her eyes? There was intelligence in them and humor. Not the malicious kind, but he did resist a need to shift in his chair. If she was here for some hidden purpose, why wait two years to act? Unless…was that her aim? Force them to make their move? Or perhaps her plans were long term? If so, she was a cool customer. Very cool.

      “There.” A final tap and she looked at him. “What seems to be the problem?”

      Besides her? He shifted, leaning in so that his arms rested on the desk top, pretending an intention to look at the screen, but instead he looked at her. His eyes, he’d been told, were more dangerous than his smile. And his smile was most dangerous indeed.

      “Miss Burland mentioned something about the date?”

      Most women could not construct a coherent sentence while he looked at them. Except that assistant principal. He’d stopped picking fights that year, waited until she’d changed schools. “Yes.”  He leaned closer and asked, “Do you like New Orleans? It must be very different from Wyoming.”

      She leaned back in her chair, as if giving the question serious consideration, not putting distance between them, her retreat so smoothly managed it didn’t look like a retreat at all.

      “It’s almost completely opposite. But yes, I like it.” Then she grinned. “I love the food. The heat, not so much.”

      He could not pretend the grin was for him. He might have—regretted how quickly it was gone. When she smiled she was almost…

      “I, too, do not care for the heat.” He boosted the accent. Women liked it and she was a woman. Now they would chat—

      “It’s a beast.” She turned back to the screen. “According to your file, we have your dinner booked for the nineteenth.”

      It seemed casual chatting was not her game. Was she afraid of what she would betray? She should be.

      “My uncle insists he told me the twelfth, but I checked my notes and I have the nineteenth as well.” He moved his shoulders in a “what can you do” shrug. His shoulders were broad and he moved with tigerish grace. At this angle, he could see her pulse, see it not change. Surely even ordinary women had biological responses to wildly attractive men?

      “The twelfth. Let me see…” Her right hand moved the mouse, clicked.

      Did she swing the other direction? Sarah had not acted indifferent to him, though she had taken care to remain professional, but the two women did live together.

      “We are booked for the twelfth, and according to Sarah’s notes, that booking was made before your initial visit. With our system, it isn’t possible to double book.”

      He fought the odd sense of being pulled into the unfamiliar as she continued—saying, while managing to not say—that if a mistake had been made, he’d made it.

      “We can try to find you a different date or cancel the booking. You will,” she looked professionally regretful, “have to forfeit your deposit if you cancel.”

      The brown gaze was sympathetic, regretful, but devoid of all the things he come to take for granted when a woman gazed at him. He summoned another smile, though it felt off, unfamiliar. For the first time he understood what an alternate reality might be like.

      “I am going to risk my uncle’s wrath and hold the current booking,” he said. That she didn’t look away this time helped, for it seemed to him that finally she looked, and in this looking, finally saw him. He boosted the smile with I’m bad and spoiled, so why fight it? His lids half-masted again. He was a very bad boy, quite possibly the worst she’d ever meet.

      Nell didn’t blush. Or wriggle. Or giggle. She blinked, the thick, silky fan almost endearing as it made the trip down to her cheeks, then rose again. “We are happy to hold your booking while you check. Just don’t forget there are additional cancellation penalties if he changes his mind later. The sooner you confirm or cancel, the better.”

      He’d have liked to pretend there was a double meaning in there, but he hadn’t risen to second in command of his uncle’s empire by pretending. That also meant he knew when to push. “I can take my punishment.” He gave her a wicked, intimate smile—

      And she chuckled. Her tone both dry and librarian-ish, she said, “Because men are so good at taking their punishment.”

      She was very like that assistant principal.

      “You should laugh always.” The imperious tone brought her gaze back to his, her brows shooting up. “It is most pleasing.”

      Another of slow blink. “Thank you.”

      He waited for a laugh or a smile. Instead she sobered, her gaze turning more librarian-like.  What did she think of—

      “Though sustained laughing might be annoying. And it would be difficult to sustain,” she pointed out quite seriously. “There is that need to breathe…”

      She did not seem to be making fun of him, but seriously considering the problem. He tried a different tack.

      “Have we…met before now? You seem familiar?”

      She considered this question seriously as well. “I don’t think so, unless, have you been to a party catered by Blue Bayou? I pass out the canapés and petite fours and such.” Her hands lifted from the keys and she fluttered her fingers in the region of her shoulders. “This is my wait get up, too. Most waits dress like this, only pants, not skirts.”

      It was his turn to blink. Had she truly missed his point? Did she think he noticed the wait staff? Or did she choose to ignore it? He summoned a smile, though it was getting more difficult. “I doubt I could forget you, even for canapés.”

      It was clumsy. He knew it. She knew it. So the kindness in her slight smile surprised him. Was this, could this be his opening? She turned back to her keyboard.

      “I’m putting a note in the file for Miss Burland.” She finished and hit “save,” then leaned back once more. “Was there anything else I can help you with, Mr. Afoniki?”

      It was an opening—or a trap. He could admire her skill, even though he was seriously unhappy. His uncle would not be pleased. He was not pleased. Usually all he had to do was look at a woman and she did what he wanted. They were, after all, the intuitive sex, though this one made him wonder.

      A distant sound of a door closing and footsteps approaching brightened her expression. “Miss Burland’s back.”

      He nodded, as if pleased, while inside he cursed the timing. As the tap of heels against wood grew closer, he rose, trying to frame a question that would provide an opening.

      Nell rose, the principal manner back. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Afoniki.”

      So polite. Like a child. And yet, her eyes were wiser than a child’s, older. Was that what made them so unsettling? The mix of innocence and old? His window of opportunity was closing.

      “I asked you to call me Dimitri,” he reminded her, moving to block her escape.

      She had the height to almost look him in the eyes, though she stopped further from him than most women would have. Usually they came right up, tipping their chins up in invitation. No sign of inviting in her old-young eyes. He held out his hand, determined to get some reaction from her. When she reciprocated, he gripped it, lifted it to his lips, his mouth lingering against skin
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