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Hell Fire

Abigail Eaton stumbles into a massacre, but once
someone tries to kill her it seems like no accident. While hunting
for the perpetrators of a sex trafficking empire, Agent Finley
Abbott saves Abigail from a professional hit and discovers the
young mother might be the key to more than just her case. Finley
takes Abigail and her family to what she thinks is safer ground,
and runs right into the arms of reputed mob boss Cain Casey.
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Chapter One

“Abbott, get your ass in here,” Captain Brock Howard
yelled as he stood in the doorway of his office. The Bronx precinct
station had been freezing since their shift change that morning,
when the boiler blew up, making so much racket everyone carrying
had drawn their weapons.

Detective Finley Abbott glanced up from her computer
screen and flipped her middle finger at her pseudo partner Roberta
Schumer when she let out a long “ooh.”

“What the hell did you do now?” Roberta asked.

“I’ll tell you after I recover from the shock that
Howard actually knows my name,” Finley said. The captain had never
talked to her directly. “Do you think he’s finally realized he’s
got a computer sitting on his desk and it’s not really a
paperweight slash sticky-note holder?”

Finley pushed her bangs back, cursing her mother
lovingly for giving her the straightest blackest hair known to man.
It was impossible to style and grew faster than she could keep up
with. At least she’d inherited her family’s height.

“I wouldn’t hold my breath, and the vein in his
forehead’s bulging, so move it,” Roberta said.

When Howard opened his mouth as if to scream again,
Finley walked into his office. “Yes, sir.”

“Sit,” he said, as if she were a cocker spaniel, and
pointed to the only empty chair except his. “You and your pal out
there find anything yet?”

“Not yet. The traffic we’ve been following is coming
out of this area, but they’re bouncing all over the globe, and the
transmission cuts out before we can figure out who they’re
communicating with.”

Howard nodded but appeared confused. “I heard ‘not
yet,’ then blah blah blah.”

Finley laughed and was glad Howard joined in. “Think
of when you were a kid and played with two tin cans and a long
string. It was easy to trace who you were talking to and where they
were. These guys start here and the string goes to London, Moscow,
China, but before it gets to the end, someone cuts the string.”

“That I can understand,” Howard said as he leaned
back so far Finley was afraid he’d land on his head when the chair
snapped. “So I take it you and your sidekick aren’t going anywhere
anytime soon?”

“I promise we’ll be out of here as soon as we’ve got
something.”

He waved her off. “I’m not rushing you, but why
you’re working from here still rubs me the wrong way.”

“I don’t blame you, and I’m trying my best to clear
up that first trace. There can be two reasons it originated from
here and why it hasn’t happened since.” She didn’t like talking
about ongoing investigations, but she had to keep Howard happy so
she wouldn’t blow her cover. The agency had vetted him enough for
her to trust him a little, but Howard also thought the police
commissioner had sent her and Roberta. “Either it was run through
your system as a joke, or someone out there isn’t happy with the
pension they’re working toward.”

“What’s your take?”

“Whoever it is,” she glanced out to see if anyone was
overly interested in their conversation, “is smart, and you’ve got
plenty of smart people out there.”

“So they’re out there?”

“Smart people are also sitting in dark rooms moving
girls all over the country with a few keystrokes.” An old-appearing
picture of two girls in shorts and bright-colored blouses on
Howard’s credenza was starting to yellow and fade. “If those are
your girls you should understand the importance of why I’m here,
and you’ll be happy to know I’m persistent.”

“They sent me your record so I believe you, but it
still pisses me off that someone under your command might be
leaking our advantage to the scum on the streets. It’s not like we
have that much of an edge, you know.”

She nodded and understood his frustration, but she
also understood Howard might be full of shit. That’s why she was
willing to share only so much. At times police work included some
give-and-take, but you never gave away more than you got from the
scum, as Howard had said. “If that’s the case here, believe me,
I’ll weed them out for you. And neither the DA nor the feds will
cut them any slack.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Abbott. The feds cut more deals
than the DA’s office even considers. No one wants bad press
smearing the police department.” Howard stood and hiked his pants
up, most likely to signal their meeting was over. “Let me know if I
can do anything to clear the way for you.”

“Thank you, sir.” She closed his door and signaled to
Roberta that she was heading out.

She’d finished here for the day, but she still had to
report her total lack of progress to her real boss, FBI Special
Agent Russell Welsh. Russell had recruited her six months before
she’d graduated from LSU in Baton Rouge, after she’d hacked into
the secure servers of two major banks. She hadn’t stolen anything;
she’d done it simply to prove to herself she could. Russell and his
team, as well as the bank, had been pissed that after all their
investigations they couldn’t prove it was her.

Though she’d worked for him over three years, he
still asked on occasion how she’d done it, but she was never in a
sharing mood since she technically could still be charged with the
crime. Not that she thought Russell would do that, but she wasn’t
the gambling type. In reality she was more the nerdy, introverted
type who enjoyed her job more than probably ninety-nine percent of
the world’s population.

The Bronx job was her first undercover assignment,
and it certainly was different than sitting in an office all day
monitoring six computer screens to find perverts who trolled chat
sites for unsuspecting twelve-year-olds. She wished she could
believe that the level of some people’s depravity surprised her,
but she’d crossed that scummy bridge a long time before. When
pretending to be a young boy, she interacted only about twice with
the creeps before they dropped their pants to show her their idea
of candy.

“Let the inquisition begin,” she said to herself when
she got on the subway headed uptown after she triple-checked that
no one had followed her.

* * *

“Mama, can we go in there?” six-year-old Victoria
Eaton asked, pointing to the M&M store in Times Square. The
colorful window displays, along with the large digital monitors,
made Victoria want to stop and stare every time they passed the
place.

“We can, but not right now, okay?” Abigail Eaton said
as she settled her three-year-old son on her hip. He was heavy, but
carrying him was better than keeping track of him and her two girls
in this crowd. “Remember, we’re meeting your grandparents for
lunch, so after that we’ll go again.”

Abigail’s eight-year-old daughter said, “Why can’t we
go somewhere else? We’ve been in the M&M store like a gazillion
times already,” her tone quickly becoming whiny. The girls were two
years apart, but to the older girl, Victoria was the definition of
an annoying evil spawn.

“We’ve got two more days, so after we visit the candy
store for the gazillion and first time, we’ll go wherever you want
to,” Abigail said, not wanting any meltdowns before they reached
the restaurant her in-laws had picked. With any luck it’d be more
casual than the last place, where everyone had glared at them the
entire time because her children had the audacity to act like
children.

This was the second year Abigail had made this trip
alone since her longtime partner Nicola Eaton and her brother
Frederick had died. Their private plane had gone down somewhere
over the Atlantic, leaving her alone with three children.

Her in-laws’ only remaining link to Nicola and
Frederick were the three children she and Nicola had brought into
the world, with Frederick’s help. Her kids were now the heirs to
the considerable Eaton estate, so this yearly trip wasn’t
necessarily voluntary. The Eatons wanted her to visit them in the
city so they could introduce their grandchildren to the culture
only available in New York. In fact, Nicola had stayed in New
Orleans solely because of business, but had warned Abigail that
eventually she and the children would have to move to New York to
be near her parents.

Because Abigail was close to her parents and extended
family, she didn’t want to leave New Orleans. Her parents weren’t
jetsetters, but they loved her kids. Nicola’s death had not only
saved Abigail from that decision, but also from having to end a
relationship that wasn’t working for either her or Nicola. When
Abigail had chosen to stay home with the kids, Nicola’s opinion of
her had plummeted, since her mother had worked until the day she
went into labor and was back at her desk two weeks later. Abigail
had pointed out that Nicola and Frederick knew their nanny better
than their parents, but that hadn’t gone over well.

That argument seemed like it had happened a decade
before, but unfortunately it had occurred only a few days before
the Eatons’ chartered plane had vanished. Abigail had lost more
than one night of sleep because of guilt, but they’d had so much
more bad than good for so long, one big blowup really hadn’t made
things worse. They’d already been at the end; she’d just never
imagined it’d be Nicola’s death that ended their relationship
permanently.

“Where we going, Mama?” Victoria asked as they
crossed another street with what seemed like a sea of humanity.
Abigail regretted not taking a cab, as her son’s weight was making
the small of her back ache, but they were too close now to try to
hail one.

“A place called Sarabeth’s,” she said, smiling at the
way her eight-year-old, Sadie, kept a tight grip on her sister
despite their constant battles.

“Can I get peanut butter?” Victoria asked, swinging
her free hand back and forth.

“We’ll ask first thing.”

They finally reached the street that bordered Central
Park and took a right, like her phone’s GPS instructed, at Central
Park South. The restaurant wasn’t that much farther, and she looked
forward to putting her son down more than getting anything to
eat.

“Mom, look,” Sadie said as she pulled both her and
Victoria to a sudden stop, surprising Abigail with her show of
strength.

She’d seen numerous limo buses on their walks, so it
wasn’t until Sadie pointed to the one stopped in traffic less than
fifty feet from them that Abigail noticed it. This one definitely
stood out since four men with what appeared to be small machine
guns were surrounding the vehicle. She barely had time to register
what was going on before gunfire that went on for what seemed like
forever shattered the winter day.

Abigail tightened her hold on Sadie’s hand and
clutched her son to her chest, then ran in the opposite direction,
praying the entire time that both her daughters could keep up. If
these guys decided not to leave witnesses, they were in deep
trouble. After they rounded the corner she slowed down and tried to
calm her breathing so she could deal with her three hysterical
children. “Are you okay?” she asked both girls. They were still
crying but appeared unharmed.

“What was that?” Sadie asked as she hugged
Victoria.

“Probably a movie or television show, so it’s nothing
to worry about.” She was lying but saw no sense in jacking up the
hysteria. Sirens were blaring from what sounded like every
direction, and all she could think to do was get out of there.

After four taxis passed them by, they started the
walk back to their hotel. The Eatons would have to understand them
canceling. She was prepared to tell them just that when her phone
rang and her mother-in-law Valerie’s name appeared on it. However,
Valerie did most of the talking.

“Abigail, sorry to call so late, but David and I have
to cancel today and everything else we had planned. You need to
catch a flight home as soon as you can, and we’ll see you next
month for our regular visit.”

Valerie’s tone was firm, but she also made no sense.
The Eatons weren’t especially fond of her, but they found it
important to spend time with the children and paint a totally
unrealistic picture of Nicola and their equally brilliant Uncle
Frederick. Cutting the visit short on their turf was incredibly out
of the ordinary.

“We’re running late,” she said, her gut telling her
to lie. “Are you sure you don’t want to reschedule?”

“It’s business, which I won’t bother you with, but
no. Leave today and I’ll be in touch.”

Abigail stood holding the phone, but Valerie had
already hung up. “How about pizza instead?” The girls nodded but
were still sniffling, so she stopped at the first spot she could
find to sit down. After a few minutes of hugs and reassurances
everyone seemed fine, but she guessed Sadie would have a lot of
questions later.

Victoria was completely okay after two bags of
bright-purple M&M’s and a stuffed candy character for her and
one for her little brother Liam. Victoria carried the plush toy
under her arm, and it got its own seat at the pizza place their
hotel valet recommended. Abigail tried to remain upbeat, hoping the
children would forget what they’d seen. She could just imagine what
the people in that vehicle looked like after the hail of bullets
hit it from all sides.

“Where’d you want to go, Sadie?” she asked as Sadie
picked at her second slice of lunch.

“The big toy store Nan took us to before. Do you
think we’ll be okay to go?” Sadie asked, using the term she and
Victoria had called Nicola.

“That’s a good idea, and we’ll take a cab. I promise
we’ll be fine. Think you can wait until after naptime?”

“Yeah. Then we can stay longer if no one’s cranky,”
Sadie said and laughed when Victoria punched her in the arm with a
greasy hand. Abigail guessed it was for the cranky comment.

“No hitting your sister. Now let’s go back to our
room so I won’t be too cranky to buy treats.”
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