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Cain Casey is close to getting everything she wants. Her partner Emma is pregnant with their third child, her children are safe and happy, and her business is still thriving despite the FBI’s vendetta. Life is perfect on the surface, but it’s the underbelly that worries her. Her long-time enemy Juan Luis and his new partner, rogue agent Anthony Curtis have disappeared; her cousin Muriel has gotten serious about Shelby Philips, the FBI agent in charge of the Casey surveillance team; and her business partner, Remi Jatibon, is facing trouble from her new love Dallas’s secret past.

 

While Cain struggles to defeat a new enemy—a woman who just may be her equal when it comes to destroying those who stand against her family—an unimaginable betrayal may bring Cain’s charmed life to an end.

 

The fourth book in the Casey Family Saga series


Praise for Ali Vali’s Fiction

 

 

 

Carly’s Sound

 

“Vali paints vivid pictures with her words…Carly’s Sound is a great romance, with some wonderfully hot sex.”—Midwest Book

 

“It’s no surprise that passion is indeed possible a second time around”—
Q Syndicate

 

 

The Devil Inside

 

“Vali’s fluid writing style quickly puts the reader at ease, which makes the story and its characters equally easy to get to know and care about. When you find yourself talking out loud to the characters in a book, you know the work is polished and professional, as well as entertaining.”—Family and Friends

 

“Not only is The Devil Inside a ripping mystery, it’s also an intimate character study.”—L-Word Literature

 

“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

 

 

The Devil Unleased

 

“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

 

 

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.”—JustAboutWrite

 

 

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… makes for a classic lesbian murder yarn.”—Curve


The Devil Be Damned

Brought to you by

[image: logo]

eBooks from Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

http://www.boldstrokesbooks.com

 

 

[image: twitter_logo] [image: facebook_logo]

 

 

eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or
given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

 

Please respect the rights of the author and do not file
share.


[image: Thank You]


[image: Title Page]


The Devil Be Damned

© 2010 By Ali Vali. All Rights Reserved.


 


ISBN 13: 978-1-60282-473-7


 


This Electronic Book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, New York 12185


 


First Edition: August 2010


 



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the 
product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to 
actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is 
entirely coincidental.


 



This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without 
permission.


 


Credits


Editors: Shelley Thrasher and Stacia Seaman

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design By Sheri 
(GraphicArtist2020@hotmail.com)


By the Author

 

 

 


Carly’s Sound

 

Second Season

 

Calling the Dead

 

Blue Skies

 

 

The Cain Casey Saga

 

The Devil Inside

 

The Devil Unleashed

 

Deal with the Devil

 

The Devil Be Damned


Acknowledgments

 

 

 


Writing is a solitary exercise that you share only with the characters who tell you their story, but once that’s done it takes a team to complete the journey. Bold Strokes Books is my team, and I’m grateful to Radclyffe for her leadership, encouragement, and enthusiasm that have given me the freedom to grow as a storyteller. 

 

Thanks to my editor Shelley Thrasher, a true Southern lady who wields a red pen with authority. Every book is always an adventure, and always a learning experience. Thanks to Sheri for another great cover. Your vision is always spot on. To Connie, Kathi, and Nicole, thanks for taking the journey with me and letting me know when I took any wrong turns. Thanks also to Stacia Seaman for a great job in putting the final book together and for always teaching me something new. Your input is invaluable. 

 

To the readers, thank you for your encouragement and really kind words about these characters. Your kindness is what keeps me at the keyboard.

 

This last year was tough with the loss of my mom. She was one of a kind, and she taught me what true courage is until she left us. I know she’s no longer in pain, but I miss her. Thanks, Mami, for loving me, and for the sacrifices you and Papi made to give us a better life.

 

Thanks to my partner. You’re my best friend, therapist, personal shopper, and safe haven. You’ve given me over twenty-five wonderful years that make me look forward to every tomorrow. Sharing my life with you is my own happily ever after, and up to now our life together is the foundation from which I draw to write romance. You are a gift and I love you. 


Dedication

 

 

 


For C

A lifetime is not enough

&

For Mami

You are missed but not forgotten


Chapter One

 

 

 


The recent haircut was stylish and made the
beautiful face it framed appear as it had the day Cain first saw it. The pink
dress was loose but still showed the slight belly that held the future.
Obviously the new look was intended to erase the image of what Cain saw as her
own mistakes and worst failures.


Emma Casey was perfect. Not because of her
appearance, but simply because her partner of fourteen years, Derby Cain Casey,
knew she was.


Cain felt in control of the life she’d built
because she was. But here before her was the exception to every rule and the
person she thought about as she ran her business. Emma was as strong as she was
beautiful, and she loved fiercely and devotedly. She’d given Cain happiness,
children, loyalty, and love by choice, not out of fear.


“Is it the fish or the company that’s got you
so down tonight?” Cain asked after watching Emma play with her food. “You push
that around any more and someone from the kitchen will probably come take the
plate away from you.”


“I’m sure it’s great, and I love you, but you
know what pregnancy does to me. I suppose I ordered fish because I feel like a
school of them is swimming around in my stomach.” Emma finally moved the dish
away and concentrated on her water instead. “I’m not very good company tonight,
am I?”


“You don’t have to make small talk with me,
lass,” Cain tapped the side of Emma’s head gently, “but if something’s swimming
around in here as well I’d like to know what it is.” When Juan took Emma a
little of her spirit had died, and some of Cain’s along with it. Failing her
wife so completely when she’d needed her most had made Cain lose more than a
night’s sleep, and no new haircut would erase the image of Emma strapped down
like an animal ready for torture.


Emma nodded to the waiter when he came over
and removed the dishes, then placed her hand over Cain’s. “It isn’t what you
think.”


“What do I think?” Cain asked, and took a sip
of her wine.


“That you failed me.”


The statement was simple and direct. They had
danced around the subject from the day Emma had been released from the
hospital, so it was almost a relief to hear Emma finally say it. “We both know
I did, and every day I don’t find that bastard is one more day I continue to
fall short.”


“Oh, my love,” Emma said, and her eyes filled
with tears. “I don’t believe that. I only said it because I know that’s what’s
been driving you. We’re here, we’re whole, and we have so much to look forward
to. Despite that, I’m sad that you’re focusing so much energy on finding those
two that you’re missing out on this special time for us.”


“I know you want me to forget, but I can’t.
That’s not how I’m wired.”


“I know exactly how you’re wired, mobster,
but right now I need my wife back.” Emma smiled. “In case you missed it, I’m
going to have your baby, but before that happens I need you to hold my head
when I’m puking and rub my feet when I gain the twelve hundred pounds that are
coming. Not to mention the two kids we have already.”


“Is that your way of telling me I’m losing
sight of the big picture?” Cain said, her attention diverted briefly to her
main bodyguard, Lou, who was paying the bill.


“You could never ignore me and the kids
completely, but even when we’re alone, I know you’re thinking about that day.
When the time comes you’ll be ready, so let it go just a little. Trust me, I
worry enough for both of us.”


“That’s not what I want to hear,” Cain said
as she helped Emma up. Their night out had been the first in a very long month,
and Cain had only agreed because they’d reserved a private room at Vincent’s
restaurant. “I’ll try my best, but the hardest person to forgive is myself.”


“Juan the idiot has stolen enough from us, so
I refuse to give him my fear.” Emma kissed the top of Cain’s hand. “And I
refuse to let him make you doubt yourself, my love. I trust you with my life
and, more importantly, the lives of our family. Do you think my love for you
blinds me? You can take care of anything he throws at us.”


“You might be a little biased, Mrs. Casey,
but sometimes that’s not a bad thing.” Cain waved the waiter away when he
approached with the dessert tray. “If Vincent’s trout in lemon-butter sauce
wasn’t the right choice tonight, how about a cup of hot chocolate and a
beignet?”


“Only if we can have it at Café Du Monde,”
Emma said, and shook her head when Cain began to refuse. “Honey, I’m tired of
being inside. Besides, you have to relax a little.”


Emma put her hand through Cain’s elbow as
they started out of the restaurant. “Our little adventure robbed Hayden of his
birthday party, and I want to make it up to him.”


“I’m as relaxed as I’ll get for a while. In
case you forgot,” Cain scanned the area as intently as their guards when they
reached the door, “your being pregnant always makes me crazier than it does
you.”


“But we’ve got a few months to go.” Emma
kissed Cain when she got into the car. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but I’m
looking forward to your hovering. When I was carrying Hannah, I was miserable
for a lot of reasons, but I missed being the center of your protective
attention the most.”


“Remember what you said when I insist on
carrying you
everywhere.” Cain laughed softly close to Emma’s ear and rested her hand on
Emma’s middle. Their child as well as their future rested on her shoulders. If
something happened to Emma or their family she wouldn’t be able to conjure up
any more forgiveness for herself. “I love you, lass, and I’m looking forward to
adding this little one to our brood.”


“That’s why I want you to not worry so much.”
Emma put her hand over Cain’s. “We deserve to be happy.”


“I’ve got a couple of things on my to-do list
first.”


“You’re not a slacker, so I’m not concerned.”


 

*



 

“The last time you asked for this you did an
about-face, so what’s different?” asked Annabel Hicks, lead agent of the New
Orleans FBI office. She slowly flipped the pages of Shelby Phillips’s open file
as she spoke.


“I’m in a unique position now, ma’am.” Shelby
had asked for this meeting but knew better than to set the pace. For the last
year and a half she’d forgone a personal life after she’d been assigned to the
New Orleans bureau in their organized crime division. But her dedication was
about to pay off.


Her first small undercover job as an
attendant on Vincent Carlotti’s plane had thrilled her at first, but on a cold
night sitting in a field somewhere outside Wisconsin, she’d met the most
fascinating but terrifying person she knew.


Cain Casey had held her life in the palm of
her hand along with the bugs Shelby had planted that night, and she’d allowed
her to walk away. Cain had promised that what had happened would stay between
them, but she was also the head of one of the crime families in New Orleans.
Along with Vincent and Ramon Jatibon, she ruled the other side of the law
Shelby was sworn to uphold.


Just as Cain had surprised her that night by
showing mercy, she continued to surprise her every day now that Shelby led the
surveillance team that battled Cain. She was as elusive as she was seductive.


“By ‘unique position’ do you mean Muriel
Casey?” Annabel asked. “If that’s it, get back to work. We both know Cain is a
criminal, but she’s not stupid. You going steady with her cousin won’t suddenly
make you part of the family.”


“This isn’t high school, ma’am, and Muriel is
only part of it. My opening came a month ago and I took it. From what little
Muriel has said on the subject, Emma Casey is fine now, but Cain won’t forget
what happened or the fact that I was there to help. It’s now or never if we
want to get inside the organization.”


“You do this and your team won’t be able to
get to you if something goes wrong, partly because we’ll be the only two in the
office who know about it.”


“I’m not worried. Cain knows me, but that day
in that house with Emma tied to the kitchen table for Juan Luis’s sick
pleasure, I was on her side, and she knows it. That’s the moment I’m planning
to capitalize on to build our new relationship.”


Annabel fell back in her chair and knocked
the tips of her fingers together. “Tell me why you pulled the plug on your
first undercover operation and I’ll consider it.”


The file open in front of her boss held her
attention. Had Cain somehow passed along the details of that night, knowing a
day like this would be in her future? If so, the lie would cost her. But this
was more of her own personal test since she would never even consider this new assignment
if she didn’t thoroughly believe she knew the woman who was in her sights every
day.


“I was afraid I’d been made. Once that
happens you can’t fight the fear, and nerves will get you killed.”


“Are you sure that’s all?” Annabel glanced at
the open page.


The memory of the night Cain had provided
information on Barney Kyle that proved he was dirty came to mind, and Shelby
thought of something her father always told her when she asked why he picked
law enforcement. “The
devil is tempting not because he’s hideous, but because he’s beautiful. It’s
when you’re in his grasp and you’ve gladly sold your soul that he finally shows
his true face. Only then it’s too late.”


Cain was easy on the eye, but it was time to
show the world her true face. “No, ma’am, that’s all it was.” The decision to
lie was easy. Cain wouldn’t ruin the chance to play with Shelby.


“Give me a few days and I’ll get back to
you.” Annabel closed the file and smiled.


Now Shelby was certain she’d known nothing.
Cain had kept her word. “Thank you, ma’am, you won’t be sorry.”


“More importantly, make sure you’re not sorry
you took this chance.”


 

*



 

Anthony Curtis could hear the mosquitoes
swarming around them as they lay in the tall grass near the Rio Grande in south
Texas. Next to him Juan Luis slept, his head propped on the red jacket he’d
bought at a gas station the day before, NASCAR
embroidered across the back in black letters.


Anthony’s skin itched too much to sleep, and
even if he could ignore that, the air was so heavy with heat it felt like a
weight holding him down. As the horde of insects buzzed around Anthony, bile
rose in his throat. This shit of a place was as far from Quantico, Virginia, as
you could get, and he’d never return to the life he’d built a brick at a time.


He’d fallen from exemplary FBI agent to
pariah and target in less time than it would have taken to point his gun at his
head and pull the trigger. His former bosses would punish him for all his wrong
choices, but that wasn’t what fueled his nightmares. He’d tattooed a target on
his forehead the moment he taunted Cain Casey into a fight he thought he could
win.


He and Juan had left before Cain arrived to
find Emma in the same position her sister Marie had died in, but he knew what
her reaction would be. His partnership with Juan had started as a farce, but
they wholeheartedly agreed that the path to bringing Cain down started and
ended with her family, especially Emma.


Their story was well documented in Cain’s FBI
file, and Anthony knew the power of Emma’s reach into Cain’s heart. Even though
Emma had once betrayed Cain, she was the mother of Cain’s children and remained
the solid foundation of Cain’s life.


“You dumb motherfucker,” he whispered to
himself.


In his need to show up Annabel and bring Cain
down, he’d screwed with the one person who mattered more than anyone to Cain.
And not only had he tied Emma on Marie Casey’s alleged deathbed, he’d done it
on the order of Juan Luis, who’d propositioned Emma more than once.


Cain would kill both of them when she found
them, in one of her unusually inventive ways. That’s why he was lying in a
ditch with Juan now, waiting for Juan’s mother to sneak them over the border into Mexico.


Juan’s uncle Rodolfo would’ve turned them
over to Cain himself, or at least that was the word on the street. There was
family loyalty, and then there was getting Cain off your ass for a nephew who’d
defied you. Obviously Rodolfo’s choice had been easy.


“Nothing yet?” Juan asked without bothering
to lift his head.


“Border Patrol went by an hour ago, but I doubt
they’re looking for anyone running in the opposite direction.”


“Don’t worry. My mother’s coyote is the best in
the business,” Juan said, stretching so hard the bones in his neck cracked
loudly. “That’s who she had to turn to after my uncle the pendejo threw her out.”


“What’s the story with that?” Anthony asked,
if only to forget about the heat. He should’ve been considering the credentials
he still carried and how he could use them to help him, but those were as
worthless as his life right now. He had to worry not only about Cain but about
Annabel and his old coworkers too. “I thought Rodolfo was like a father to
you.”


“Rodolfo kill my father before I was born, so
he can fuck himself if he thinks of me as his son. The sick hijo de puta probably
wanted my mother in his bed.”


“He told you that?” he asked, surprised Juan
was so forthcoming.


“Tío Rodolfo don’t have the balls for that.
My mother told me what I need to know.”


In the distance Anthony heard a vehicle of
some kind approaching, but didn’t move. It was probably the Border Patrol
swinging back around. The engine sounded different, though, and then it
stopped, making the insect noises loud again.


“Apurate,”
someone said to a group of people holding crude luggage over their heads to
keep it out of the chest-deep water. Someone harshly whispered “hurry up”
numerous times until the fourteen illegals made it to American soil.


“Juan,” the man said next.


“Let’s go.” Juan headed for the water. “It’s
time to rejoin the land of the living.”


For
a few more days, anyway, Anthony thought. He lost his shoes halfway
across, which made him think about his parents since they’d given him the
loafers for his last birthday. Would they even know what happened to him? If
Cain found him before Annabel, no. One of his last duties at work was to find
Big Gino Bracato and his sons, but wherever Cain had buried them, the graves
still held their secrets.


 

*



 

“The script for the next Lady Killer movie is
in the final stages, but before we sign, Dallas wants to be considered for the
new project the studio is planning on the Ruger book,” Angus Christian said to
Remi Jatibon. Both Remi and Dallas had chosen the new agent, but they hadn’t
shared that fact with him because Remi wanted Dallas to completely control
every aspect of her career.


Angus was able to negotiate on Dallas’s
behalf but Dwayne and Steve, Remi’s partners, monitored the contracts before
anything was signed. With the new system, Dallas’s bank account had quickly
become a lot healthier.


“I think the director has a few people in
mind for that project, but give him a call. The planning meetings I’m involved
with are more management driven than anything to do with talent these days,”
Remi said as she twirled her wineglass by the stem. The restaurant Angus had
picked was full, and even with the low lights they could see people discreetly
looking at them.


“The role might finally get her to the top of
the marquee,” Angus said, almost spilling the wine in the glass he held. “She’s
paid her dues long enough.”


“You’re preaching to the choir, Angus.”
Dallas’s hand landed on Remi’s thigh. “If you’re trying to bribe me to just
give her the job, Dallas won’t stand for that.”


“Don’t worry. She already gave me the
lecture. What she wants is a chance.”


“Have you finished talking about me like I’m
in the restroom?” Dallas asked.


“I think I have everything I need,” Angus
said as he and Remi shook hands. “I’ll make those calls and get back to you,”
he told Dallas.


“Thanks,” Dallas said. The man was always on
edge, but when he dealt with Remi directly his fidgety habits shifted into
overdrive. He was still shaking Remi’s hand as if he’d forgotten to let go.


“You should smile more, baby,” she said to
Remi once Angus was far enough away. “I think you make him a little nervous.”


“A little? Then I need to bring it up a notch
because he needs to stay that way.” The waiter cleared away Angus’s empty glass
and refilled theirs with the wine Remi had ordered. “It’s good for him to be
afraid of me. I want to keep him from taking advantage of you.”


“My protector, huh?” Dallas kissed the side
of Remi’s neck.


It was hard to let go of the fear that had
plagued Dallas’s life for years, but Remi had been the model of patience as
Dallas dealt with things at her pace. She still hadn’t shared a lot of things
with Remi yet, not because she thought Remi would judge those choices, but
because they belonged more to Katie Lynn Moores than to who she was now.


“For as long as you want.”


“Then you’d better cut down on the cigar
smoking, because you’re in for a long haul.”


The waiter approached slowly with pad in hand
and hesitated until Remi nodded. Small things like that still surprised Dallas
about her lover. For some who knew Remi or knew of her, she was someone to
fear, or at least give a wide berth, but the concept was foreign to Dallas.


Remi had set her free. The only worry she had
left was losing Remi to the life she chose or to someone else. Remi’s loyalty
made Dallas believe someone’s bullet rather than someone else’s heart would be
the culprit.


“Did you decide what to do with Kristen yet?”
Remi asked after she placed their order.


“I thought for now she can stay with me.” She
took a sip of wine.


After Remi had dealt with Dallas’s old
manager Bob Bennett in her unique way, she’d felt comfortable bringing her sister
Kristen to live in New Orleans. With Remi and Cain’s help, Kristen’s identity
was as solid as hers and she was now enrolled in Tulane for the summer session.
She was due to arrive that weekend.


Dallas wasn’t comfortable enough to say yes
to Remi’s invitation to live together. They spent every night with each other,
but having her own place in the French Quarter, she thought, wouldn’t make Remi
feel hemmed in by a relationship she wasn’t ready for, considering Dallas’s
baggage.


“That way you two will have a chance to get
to know each other without us getting in your way.” When Remi sighed she rushed
on. “I’m not putting you off, baby,” she said, and squeezed Remi’s fingers. “It
hasn’t been that long and I want us both to be sure about everything.”


“Don’t you mean you need to be sure?” Remi asked gently.
“I know what I want, Dallas, and being apart isn’t it. So tell me what I have
to do to convince you and I’ll do it.”


“Remington Jatibon, don’t you dare make it
sound like you’ve got to prove yourself to me,” she said as her heart sped up.
“You need to know everything about me before you commit to anything else. After
that you might want to move on, and you should be free to do so without
thinking you’ve got two people to take care of. Believe me, you’ve done more
than anyone else in my life and haven’t asked anything in return.”


“Querida,
you’re crazy if you think your sins compare to mine,” Remi said directly into
her ear. No matter how dark the restaurant or how private the space, Dallas had
learned someone was always listening in. Like shrimpers with their trawl nets
out, they were seeing what they could harvest from every conversation no matter
how intimate or mundane. “I hope you choose to trust me with who you are.”


“You don’t think I do?”


“I didn’t say that to hurt you, so don’t look
at me that way.” Remi rubbed her thumb along the skin between her eyebrows as
if smoothing down a worry line. “I want you to understand you can move at
whatever pace you like and I’ll be here waiting no matter how long.


“You can keep whatever secrets you choose not
to share because it would be painful to relive them, but I hope you don’t. I
don’t need to hear them because of any trust issues, but because I’ll be able
to carry some of your load.


“I know that I love you, and time will only
strengthen that, not make me lose interest.” Remi kissed her lips as she
slipped her fingers behind her neck. “The timing is up to you, and I’m sure
Kristen will appreciate having you all to herself for a while. Just remember
that Emil’s still part of the package. I don’t want you unprotected.”


“I wouldn’t dream of trying to argue with
you.” Dallas initiated their next kiss. She hadn’t tried to hide who she was
seeing, but so far the tabloids hadn’t focused on them. She was sure there were
plenty of pictures, but Remi’s reputation had a long reach. Enough that the
tabloids had left them relatively alone. “I can’t wait for you to meet
Kristen.”


“Just a few more days,” Remi said, then moved
out of the way as the waiter brought out a dozen raw oysters on the half shell.


“After being away from her for so long, it’ll
be like a dream, having her in the same house.” She accepted the oyster Remi
held out to her on a small fork. “You, on the other hand, will be lucky to make
it through these before I drag you home to live out a few more of my dreams.”


“Check,” Remi told the waiter as he brought
out the next dish, making Dallas laugh as well as blush.


 

*



 

Breaks in the trees gave a few brief glimpses
of the night sky, but Johnny Moores didn’t need a flashlight as he made his way
along the leaf-littered path. With no moonlight, he used the distant fire as
his guide, and even though these trips weren’t necessary anymore, he liked to
oversee the entire process that was his only livelihood.


His granddad had built this still in the
early 1900s and it continued to supply a lot of people in Sparta,
Tennessee—including the sheriff of White County—with moonshine so strong it
could shave the hair from your chest without a razor. It was time to make a
fresh batch to replace the stuff aging in his barn, but that wasn’t what was on
his mind.


Before he joined the guys helping him, he
took the cell phone Bob Bennett had sent him from his pocket and checked it
again. Deep in the woods he couldn’t pick up a signal, but he glanced at it
anyway.


The damn thing still didn’t have any
messages, and when he punched in the only number in the memory, the prepaid
cell it called went straight to voicemail, which in turn said the caller’s box
was full. The little weasel hadn’t checked the phone and had forgotten about
their agreement. The only income he had left depended on what was dripping out
of the end of the copper pipe here in the backwoods of Sparta.


“You don’t know who you fucking with, boy,”
he said, and snapped the phone closed. “Two more days is all you got before I
come looking for you and take what you owe me out your hide.” The plastic of
the phone felt oily as he squeezed it so hard it creaked.


When Johnny stopped to warm his hands at the
fire under the large kettle, Timothy Pritchard said, “Johnny, we got the mash
going so you’re in time for our first tasting.” Timothy and his brother Boone
were his partners in the business and the only two men in the county he trusted
because he totally controlled them.


He accepted the tin cup from Timothy and
sipped the potent brew. His lips went almost numb. “You boys got that shit
right,” he said, and passed them the cup. “Think you two can handle the rest?”


“What’s wrong?” Boone asked. “Something has
to be if you’re letting us do this on our own. You wouldn’t even trust your
mama with this still.”


“My pa said that bitch died the day after she
had me to get out of doing all the work,” he said. He spit a mouthful of
tobacco juice into the fire, making it hiss. “Can you do it or not?”


“We want a bigger cut if you make us do the
whole batch,” Timothy said quickly. “What’s so freaking important anyway that
you’d leave for?”


“Nothing for you to worry about, so drop it.”
Johnny ran his hand through his thinning blond hair and smiled. Would little
Katie Lynn recognize him now that his thick locks were a memory and a lot of
white was mixed in along his temples? Her hair was the only thing she’d
inherited from him, her eyes and face a perfect copy of her mother’s.


He cut his eyes near the still to the
overgrown patch that held his late wife’s remains. He had killed her during a
drunken rage not long after Sue Lee was born, and planting her here was his way
of repaying her for her bitching behind his back about how he made his living.
He smiled wider as he thought of the useless country girl watching him from
hell as he started another season of shine.


“Must be good if it’s got you smiling like a
hog in knee-deep slop,” Timothy said, and laughed. He looked freakish because
of the deep scar that started at his hairline and stopped at his top lip. The
shocking pink, paper-thin-appearing skin had never faded, and the way he
constantly tapped it with his fingers showed that it’d never stopped hurting.
Or at least that’s what Johnny guessed.


“Don’t fret about what’s none of your
business and concentrate on filling those jars. We got orders and people
waiting,” he screamed at both men before sitting on the old iron chair someone
had dragged out there years before.


He jammed his hand back in his coat pocket
where the phone still rested quietly, but he stroked the glossy magazine
picture he’d cut out. One of the only pictures of Dallas and Remi together with
only their names written at the bottom, it said they were attending a movie
opening in a city named Metairie.


The edges of the page were dirty because he’d
handled it so much, like all the others he’d found of Dallas Montgomery. The
resemblance to the skinny, grubby little fool he’d fed for years was mostly
gone, but no new name could fool him or take away what was owed him. Dallas was
somebody his Katie Lynn had made up, but it was time to remind her where she
came from and who she belonged to.


He got excited thinking about their reunion
and what they’d do afterward. Would Katie Lynn be worth more to him as Dallas
or in the back room of his cabin? Guys like Timothy and Boone would sell their
left nut to bed the rising star once he’d gotten tired of taking his turn.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


“Our numbers are a little off,” Katlin said after
she glanced at the page in front of her. “But around Lent they usually are.
People need to start giving up something else besides liquor and cigarettes for
a change.”


“Mama would have your ass for saying that
about all those good Catholics,” Cain said. So far no one had good news during
their regular weekly meeting. “Keep an eye on that,” she told Katlin.
“Sometimes yearly religious sacrifice is to blame, and sometimes someone else
is trying to muscle in on us.”


“No worries. I’ve got some guys checking it
out. Somebody might be able to undercut us, but they can’t provide our level of
protection.”


“Some people don’t care about that. They’re
only loyal to the dollar, and some of those old shop keeps Da started dealing
with are selling out in droves.” Cain sat back and put her feet on her desk. “When
that happens make sure you check the new guys out before you approach them. The
Feds are always trying new tricks to get inside our operations, and we don’t
need to make their job easy by selling directly to the bastards.”


“Muriel’s got that part covered,” Katlin
said.


“Cute,” Muriel said. “So far we’ve been
lucky. They’ve passed the businesses to a family member and they’ve all checked
out.”


“Go home,” Cain said to Katlin. “You’ve got
physical therapy with Merrick in an hour.” The wounds Emma’s guard had gotten
trying to protect her had healed enough for her to leave the hospital, but she
had a lot of hard work ahead of her to get back to where she was, if that was
even possible.


“Thanks, boss.” Katlin stood and handed her
report to Muriel for shredding. “And thanks again for rearranging the pool
house for us. Merrick’s apartment wouldn’t have worked.”


“She’s family, and I can’t pay the debt I owe
her in this lifetime, so stop thanking me.”


Katlin hadn’t lost her place in the
organization, but Cain had put her on a lighter schedule until Merrick was able
to care for herself. If it had been Emma, that’s where she’d want to be, and
Katlin and Merrick’s relationship deserved the same consideration as hers and
Emma’s.


“Anything else?” Cain asked.


“Sabana Greco called again,” Lou said with a
laugh. “She and her mother are ready to come home and she still wants to talk
to you.” Juan’s men had killed Sabana’s brother Rick, and while they’d all
taken it hard, no one shouldered more guilt than Lou. However, that wouldn’t
make Cain change her mind about hiring Sabana, even though the young woman had
seemed determined not to be held to her promise to finish school.


Lou had been training Rick to look after the
Casey family or perhaps guard their daughter Hannah when she started school.
Unfortunately Lou had sent Rick to run the most mundane of errands, which had
led to his death. Cain knew Lou was still blaming himself and doubted that he
remembered she had first asked Rick to drive to the airport to pick up her father-in-law
Ross’s luggage—nothing to get killed over.


“If everything’s working as we planned, our
next long conversation shouldn’t take place for another two years,” Cain said.
“Is there a problem?”


“It’s your
plan she wants to talk about,” Lou said, holding his hands out like he was a
messenger who didn’t want to be shot. “She seems to have been studying revenge
more than the business classes she’s in. Sending her and her mother away gave
her the time to ratchet up her anger.”


“I sent them away for their own good, but
have her come back this weekend and I’ll give her the meeting she wants. Only
warn her that she might not like my side of the conversation.”


“She’s angry about Rick, and while she might
not like what you’re gonna say, you’re the right person for her to talk to. Not
everyone has walked the walk like you have.”


Cain nodded as she looked at the picture her
father, Dalton, had first put on the desk when he’d opened the office. It was
their family photo and Marie was an infant in their mother’s arms, while Billy
and she were toddlers. She was the only one of her family not taken out on Big
Gino Bracato’s order, so Lou was right that she understood Sabana’s pain.


“You getting soft on me, Lou?”


“This girl—I think she’s going to try
something no matter what we say, and if she does, I don’t want her to be
standing alone.” Lou got up and put his hands in his pockets. “I owe that to
Rick.”


“I still plan to put her off because I can’t
afford someone with a grudge that’ll blind her to everything else.”


“Who’s the softie, then?” Lou asked with a
smile before he left for his chair outside her door.


“You have something on your mind?” Cain asked
Muriel when just the two of them were left.


“I talked to Remi and Mano yesterday about
our situation. Still nothing.”


“The reward goes to the patient hunter,
cousin. Wherever our little weasels have hidden, it won’t be forever. My
memory, unfortunately for them, won’t fade with time.” She knew she sounded
calm, though they were discussing Juan and Anthony, but it was because the new
Casey family portrait on her desk held her attention. “If you’re concerned I’ll
let this go, don’t be.”


“That’s a given, but I’ll still be concerned
about you. After all this you haven’t been the same, and that’s not a
criticism. I love working with you because of how you approach life, and now
you seem to do things differently.” Muriel pressed her hands on her knees and
kept her eyes on the floor as she spoke. “If it’s like that here, then it must
be like that at home.”


“And if I had to guess, I’d say you’ve been
going behind my back and talking to Emma,” Cain said, and Muriel’s head snapped
up. “She told me pretty much the same thing last night, but I know what happens
when I relax.”


“You do that to yourself and you’ll be
miserable.”


“Are you back with Shelby?”


The way Muriel’s forehead scrunched showed
how much the question confused her. “What does that have to do with anything?”


Muriel’s answer let Cain know what she was
gut-sure about. “It has to do with everything. I can’t relax until what needs
to be done gets done. If this was Shelby, would you appreciate me telling you
to relax and forget about a threat?”


“You can’t compare my relationship with
Shelby to yours.”


Cain sighed and dropped her feet to the
floor. “On that point you’re right because I know nothing of your relationship
with her. No,” she said when Muriel opened her mouth to interrupt her. “I
didn’t say that as a reprimand or as an opening for you to tell me something
you haven’t up till now. You obviously don’t feel it’s any of my business.”


A beat of silence went by as Muriel clearly
waited for Cain to finish. “I don’t know. That sounded suspiciously like a
reprimand.”


“My view on this subject hasn’t changed, and
it won’t. Your happiness is important to me, and if this woman gives you that,
I’ll accept it and wish you the best. But,” she raised her finger, “you can’t
have it both ways, Muriel. Play Russian roulette with your life, but not with
mine.”


“I’m not sure how this conversation became
all about me, and I usually don’t get upset with you, but if you can have it
all, why not me?” Muriel asked a little louder than she usually spoke to Cain.


“Like you said, you can’t compare your
relationship with mine. Emma screwed up and we made it through, but you do that
with Shelby, and I’ll see my family for the rest of my life with a glass
partition between us.” The phone rang and Cain picked it up and put it back
down. “I’ll never turn my back on you, you know that, but our business
relationship will change if this is the course you choose.”


“That’s a lot of buts, Cain. Remember,
though, this is my family too.”


“You’re right and you’re wrong about that,”
Jarvis Casey said to Muriel from the door. He made his way inside relying on
his cane, weak from a recent bad bout with the flu.


“Da.” Muriel stood and took his arm and Cain
the other so they could help him into Cain’s comfortable seat behind the desk.
“What are you doing out?”


“An old man gets tired of looking at the same
thing all the time, so no fussing. Besides, after hearing what you just said,
I’m glad I made the trip.”


Cain kissed him on the forehead. “Muriel
doesn’t need a lecture, Uncle Jarvis.”


“No lectures, but a lesson never hurt
anybody,” he said and laughed, which caused a round of heavy coughing.


Cain went to the bar and poured him a finger
of whiskey. “Don’t worry about that either. If I can’t argue with Muriel, then
who can I go a round with?”


“Thanks,” he said after he’d drained the
glass. “Muriel.” He pointed to the closest visitor’s chair. “You’re a part of
this family, but the family is Cain’s. It’s our way, and for generations the
oldest child of the previous clan chief might have led us. But sometimes
someone else emerged as the strongest one. That’s the case with Cain on both
those criteria. Dalton was my brother, and when he died my loyalties didn’t die
with him. They went to Cain because they’re rightfully hers. If you can’t abide
by her decisions then you better pick your path and pray she keeps her word
that she’ll never turn her back on you.”


“I can’t have an opinion?” Muriel sounded as
disturbed with her father as she was with Cain.


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he said, and
started coughing again. “I haven’t said anything up to now, but you’re sleeping
with an FBI agent. If you weren’t my child and I didn’t love you the way I do,
I’d say you’re insane and I’d ask Cain to banish you myself.”


“Women do sometimes drive us to insanity,
uncle, but Muriel’s choice won’t drive her from her place here.” Cain tapped
over her heart as she looked at Muriel. “Unfortunately, your father’s right.
Your relationship is what it is, and I don’t fault you for your feelings. But
you’ll have to choose. I won’t bend on this—ever.”


“I gave her up once, but I don’t know if I’ve
got it in me to do it again.”


“No one’s asking you to,” Cain said as she
sat next to Muriel. “You were the one who asked me for more responsibility when
we were in the thick of this, and even though I didn’t think it was right for
you, I caved.”


“But if I stay with Shelby, you’ll cut me out
again.”


“Not completely, since I’m not a total idiot
who depends only on bootlegging,” Cain said, and knocked the side of her head
with her knuckles. “This thing isn’t that thick. You have plenty of choices,
from working with the clubs to joining Remi and the guys at the studio. I just
want you to be happy and I want to make sure I don’t give you any information
that you might accidentally share with Shelby. That’s for your protection as
well as mine.”


“I haven’t decided yet,” Muriel said,
sounding like she was speaking more for Jarvis’s benefit. “Shelby’s different
from anyone I know, and it’s hard to ignore how I feel with her.”


“It’s an act,” Jarvis said. “You sit there
and tell me you believe she’s not working when she’s with you?”


“We try to leave those things at the door.”


Jarvis shook his head and started coughing
again. “You said you haven’t decided, so let’s drop it for now,” Cain said,
pouring Jarvis a small amount of water. “Let me take you home,” she told him,
“and we’ll let Muriel get back to work.”


“I can take him,” Muriel said.


“I promised Emma lunch, so it’s on my way.
Actually, Uncle Jarvis, you can join us if you want.”


“I’d love to.” Jarvis accepted Muriel’s help
up and kissed her cheek. “I love you,” he told her. “And I’m proud of you.
Don’t forget that and don’t forget what I said.”


“With both of you reminding me, how could I?”
Muriel answered after she kissed his cheek.


“You can choose the devil himself to love,
and I’ll still pray for one thing—that you have the kind of happiness I had
with your mum. Cain has learned what all the Caseys have at some point—to find
the one who completes you is a gift you shouldn’t squander.” He placed his hand
against her cheek and smiled. “My hope for you is that you don’t let anything
stand in your way when you find that other half you’re missing. If that’s how
you handle it, I’ll accept whoever that might be. Do you promise to remember
that?”


“Always, Da.”


He nodded and smiled so widely he appeared
strong again, despite his stooped shoulders and shaky hands. He’d shown Cain
what it meant to be a good parent, and she committed the lesson to heart since
her children might be in the same situation one day.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


“What now?” Anthony coughed as the dust blew
through the windows while they traveled west along what seemed to be a goat
path.


Juan sat next to him with his head back and
his eyes closed again. “The plan has no changed since the last time you ask me,
so stop bitching.”


“I realize we’re going somewhere. I just want
to know where since I’m in a foreign country illegally.” They hit another
pothole and he wanted to ask the driver to stop before he threw up the Coke
they’d given him once they made it across the border.


“Relax, we do that shit all the time and
nobody get hurt,” Juan said, and finally opened his eyes. “We got to make it to
the coast and find the boat my mama gots waiting. Hope you don’t get the
seasickness.”


“Boat to where?”


“Cabo San Lucas,” the driver said, as if to
put him out of his misery.


“Sí,
Cabo,” Juan said. “My mama’s house is there and she help us get back to the
U.S. after we take care of a few things.”


“Want to share what that is, or do you want
to take another nap?” To their right the flat terrain was starting to give way
to rock clusters that appeared higher than the truck. Every so often a thatch
roof held up by only four posts dotted the desolate area, and Anthony was
amazed to see children running close by. The scene was as surreal as he felt.


“I no sleeping, amigo, I thinking,” Juan said, tapping the
side of his head. “You should be trying too, because we in some deep mierda. But if you too
tired, me and my mama, we take care of you.”


“Whatever our plan is, we have to wait before
we try to go back. After what happened, Casey isn’t the only person we need to
worry about. The Feds should be high on your list. I’m sure my old boss and
team have warrants out for us right now, and I don’t want to spend the rest of
my life in a federal prison.”


“Chinga
,
the Feds are happy catching the crumbs we give,” the driver said. “The real action
is like shit under their noses they don’t smell.”


“Thanks for the big elaborate explanation,”
Anthony said. The heat was finally breaking even though the sun was now high,
and the slightest smell of salt was coming through the windows. “Just remember,
Juan—those warrants have my name on them too. You’re cracked if you think I
don’t want some say in whatever we do next.”


The truck sounded like it would choke out as
it climbed the steepest hill so far, and when they made it to the top they all
fell silent as the Sea of Cortez came into view. To Anthony, it seemed out of
place butted up against the sparse, harsh landscape, but for some reason he
felt a peace that had been nonexistent the prior month.


They stopped at an area with some rickety
buildings and a tiny pier that looked ridiculously small with a large vessel
tied to it. At the end, a stunning woman stood in a sleeveless white shirt and
pants that contrasted well with her dark skin and jet hair. Juan jumped from
the vehicle and ran down the long, narrow pier until he was able to wrap his
arms around her.


“Take care, amigo,
and don’t fall off,” the driver told him, pointing to the boat and laughing.


By the time Anthony made it to the end of the
pier the woman was again standing alone, and she looked at him like a lioness
with a small animal under her paw. The wide smile he’d seen from the truck was
gone and her hands were fists resting on her hips.


“Welcome, Mr. Curtis.” She held out her hand
to him after a good five minutes of staring. “I’m Gracelia Luis Ortega.”


Juan’s mother’s English was better than his,
and from only the brief sentence he could tell she had more polish than her son
would ever possess.


“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” It was an inane
thing to say, but his mind had gone blank. In fact he couldn’t find any trace
of her in Juan’s features, making him wonder what Mr. Ortega looked like.


“My son took a great chance trusting you,”
she said, and let go of his hand. “Are you sure you’re worthy of that trust?”


The driver’s laughing comment suddenly bled
away Anthony’s calm. He was about to board a boat that would sail over water
where gray whales came to give birth, but also swarmed with sharks, the great
white being at the top of the food chain. The possibility of being thrown in
along the way make him think carefully about his every word.


“I helped him try to take something he wanted
and got him out alive when his
plan didn’t work.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and tried not
to act nervous. “Because I did that, I can never go back to the life I had.
That’s the sacrifice I made for Juan so, yes, I’m positive I’m worthy of his
trust and yours.”


“Then you are prepared to do what needs to be
done?” she asked, and he nodded. “You’re a smart man, so if you ignore the
position we’re in you won’t live past this month, since even my brother is
hunting us.” Gracelia relaxed one hand and waved him toward the boat. “To board
means you admit Juan and I are your only friends.”


“I will if you admit I’m not your enemy.”


“Done.”


He laughed and followed her up the gangplank.
“That was easy.”


“Don’t mistake fast and easy with foolish,
Agent Curtis. My son,” Gracelia said softly as she got close enough to him that
he could feel her warmth, “might act with the inexperience of youth, but I have
no such problem. You’ve been running toward me for the last couple of months,
which was smart of you because it gave you time to hide your tracks. That gave
me enough time to find out what we’re up against. Try to screw us over and I’ll
present you to whoever will give me the most in return, and believe me, the
list is long. Remember that if you do something stupid.”


“Done.”


 

*



 

The key in Muriel’s hand represented a new
aspect to her relationship with Shelby, and while it had been easy for Shelby
to convince her to accept it, she heard her father’s disapproving whisper every
time she used it. As she slipped it into the lock she knew she was creating
another thin layer in the barrier that would someday separate her from Cain.


“Tough day, baby?” Shelby was wiping her
hands on a dish towel.


“Same old stuff.” The short conversation was
as close as they ever got to talking business, and they’d been careful not to
walk any harder on that spread of eggshells. “How about you?”


“Still no sign of Anthony or Juan, and
instead of putting more people on it, my boss thinks we need to focus on more
important things.”


She accepted the drink Shelby held up and the
kiss she offered. “Let me guess, the Casey family exploits?”


“For once you aren’t my responsibility
outside this house.” Shelby sipped her drink, wheezing as the aged whiskey
glided down. “I asked Annabel for a transfer and she obliged me.”


“Let me guess again, you got put on Remi or
Ramon’s detail so you can still keep an eye on us?”


“Wrong again.” Shelby went back into the
kitchen and lifted the lid on a large pot.


Muriel looked over her shoulder and smiled at
the huge amount of beef stroganoff. “Expecting someone or do I look skinny?”


“Don’t freak out, but I invited some people
over since I won’t see them every day. My team isn’t real happy with me for
asking for a new assignment, so this is my peace offering.”


The whiskey in Muriel’s glass was her
family’s favorite and now a staple in Shelby’s house, so it was laced with
memories and traditions that made up her life. At least that’s what it usually
tasted like, but sharing it with Shelby made it taste as if something was
missing or different. Her family, especially her father, believed firmly in
going with his gut because he’d seen his brother Dalton fly high through life
with that as his only weather vane.


Muriel stared at the amber liquid and her gut
reaction was to put the glass down and walk out. Then she looked at Shelby.
Love
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