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One of the privileges of writing is sharing the fun and joy of stories with my readers.  I send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers, deals and news about my books.

From among the most engaged and long term subscribers, I offer Street Team membership and the chance to read all my books before they’re published.

Sign up for my mailing list and get three free books, as a sample library, and join the community of readers who love romances.

See details after you have enjoyed Before, After, Always.


 

ABOUT BEFORE, AFTER, ALWAYS.

Before, After, Always

The Complete Romantic Suspense Saga


For the first time, the full interconnected saga behind Dead Again is collected in one exclusive volume — including prequel stories, bonus scenes, the complete novel, and the follow-up novelette.

Before the crash.
Before the loss.
Before anyone understood the cost of loving a man with enemies.

In Chicago, an undercover operation stretches to the breaking point. A woman must decide whether to trust the man risking everything in the shadows, and whether loving him will destroy them both.

In the Rockies, survival binds strangers together in ways neither expected. Some debts can never be repaid. Some sacrifices echo for years.

In a quiet Montana town, a woman who has rebuilt her life finds the past stirring at her door,  and discovers that grief does not always mean the end of a story.

Across cities, borders, and a decade of consequences, two couples are tested by deception, pursuit, and the long reach of a criminal empire that does not forget.

But through gunfire and exile, secrets and separation, one truth remains:

Love endures.  And sometimes endurance is the most dangerous choice of all.

This exclusive omnibus edition includes:

Deadweight – the explosive origin flash fiction
Dead End – the romantic suspense prequel
Bonus lead-in scenes and outtakes
Dead Again – the full-length novel
Dead Drop – the follow-up novelette

Collected together for the first time in one complete romantic suspense saga.


 

PRAISE FOR TRACY’S ROMANTIC SUSPENSE


Suspense fans will find it difficult to put down. This is one of the best books I’ve read in quite a while. I literally could not put it down. I highly recommend Dead Again.  Edie Dykeman – Vine Voice Reviewer for Amazon

I loved Dead Again! Thrills, chills, and suspense! Tracy Cooper-Posey creates a masterful suspense that will haunt you and linger in your thoughts. This is an author on the rise!  —Siren Book Reviews

THIS WAS FABULOUS…yes, in shouty caps.  I couldn’t read it fast enough. What a RIDE! I highly recommend this one for a great afternoon’s reading pleasure. Kathie – Goodreads

When you run the gamut of emotions while reading a book (including tears at one point), you know it’s good. Loved this story. Paula – Goodreads

A fantastically written romantic suspense that will draw you in completely. Complex, hard-hitting, with gutsy characters so real you’ll want to meet them in person. Brava, Ms. Cooper-Posey! Christine – Amazon Reader

A high adrenaline action-packed read that doesn’t quit. —Love Romance Passion

A story that makes you hold your breath as it unfolds. Captures one’s mind and imagination and holds on to the very last word. —Long and Short Reviews

The ending was great. A wonderful read for a rainy day.  —Night Owl Reviews

It is a very enjoyable read, a story that will appeal to the most discriminating reader. —Romance Reviews Today

Thrilling ride of mystery, danger and love! Read this story, you won’t be sorry you did.  —ParaNormal Romance




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Tracy Cooper-Posey is a 2024 Aurealis Award finalist for best SF Novella and the author of over 200 published titles that blend romance, suspense, science fiction, fantasy, and historical intrigue. She writes across multiple pen names—including Cameron Cooper (space opera) and Taylen Carver (fantasy, also an Aurealis finalist)—and has collected a long list of accolades, including the Emma Darcy Award, the SFR Galaxy Award, and fourth place in Hugh Howey’s SPSFC#2.

An indie juggernaut and genre chameleon, Tracy has been publishing since 1999 and running her own one-woman fiction empire since 2011. Her stories range from sweeping sagas to bite-sized thrillers, and she’s as comfortable writing tangled political intrigue as she is crafting a killer space opera saga. She’s a strategist at heart—an INTJ with a sword-sharp mind and a whiteboard full of fictional worlds. A former magazine editor and romance writing instructor, she now writes full-time in Edmonton, Canada, where she lives with her husband and creative partner, Mark Posey. 

She runs on Irish Breakfast tea, dark chocolate, and a fierce love of genre fiction—from Frank Herbert and Mary Stewart to Murderbot, MacLean, and McCaffery. 

The treadmill continues to go unnoticed.
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GENESIS OF A SAGA

I DIDN’T SET OUT TO write a whole saga. It happened bit by bit, as I suspect a great many large creative projects come together.

The first story to be written, although it is not first in story-time order, was Dead Again.  

I first caught a glimpse of the story that would become Dead Again when I was still living in Australia.  An image of a couple working to survive while trapped on a ledge high up in the mountains stuck with me for many years. 

After a while, I wrote the scene out.  It looked quite a bit different from the scene that is now in the book, but the roots were identical.  Survival, high emotions, harsh realities, and out of that, love. 

I had moved to Canada, and actually seen mountains for myself, before I re-wrote the scene, and then, the rest of the book.  I felt I had some authority to write it, by then, as I lived next door to the Canadian Rockies. I titled the book Silent Knight.

In those days, I was still playing the traditional publishing game, and a hardcover publisher in Florida picked up the book for publication.  I won’t mention the publisher because a) the cover was terrible and b) the only copies that sold were those I coaxed reluctant friends and family into buying. 

Luckily, claiming the rights back for the book was a painless process, and I took back the rights a few years later, when I was publishing regularly with Ellora’s Cave, the erotic romance publisher, who has also disappeared from the publishing scene now.  At the time, they launched a non-erotic romance imprint, Cerridwen Press, and they picked up the book, which by then I had re-titled as Dead Again.  

The cover, this time, was gorgeous.  It captured the mystique of the mountains perfectly.

But Cerridwen Press, in general, never really took off the way the erotic imprint of the company had, and when I left them a few years later, I worked to get my rights for Dead Again back once more. 

Finally, I turned to indie publishing and found where I should have been all along.  I republished Dead Again in September 2012.  

Indie publishing is an utterly different species to traditional publishing.  Case in point; three years after publishing Dead Again myself, it hit #1 on Amazon.com. For a whole day. 

Since then, the book has continued to sell very well, despite me doing very little marketing or promotion for it.  It garners rave reviews—literally, raving reviews (there’s one I’ve kept in which the author of the review IS SHOUTING—scroll back to the review page and you’ll find it.)

From Dead Again, all stories followed.

Dead Drop is the “sequel” novelette to Dead Again.  I wrote it next in the life of this saga, even though it comes last in story time.  I always wondered what the characters of Dead Again might do, after the book ended.  (This is not unusual for me. It is this habit that has spawned so many series featuring the same characters in each book.)

In this particular case, I had a bright idea about what might happen to them (this sounds vague because I’m trying very hard to avoid spoilers), and sat down and wrote what turned out to be Dead Drop. 

Now I had a story on my hands that I wasn’t sure what to do with.  So I submitted it to  Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, and waited for a response.  And waited. 

Over a year later, I came to the conclusion that they didn’t want the story, and published it myself, just on my site (Stories Rule Press).  

Three weeks later, I got an email from an editor at Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, raving about my story and offering to buy it. 

<sigh>

Of course, I had to turn them down.  They want new, never-before-published fiction.

But now I knew that the saga had legs.  It was sought after (because the #1 status on Amazon and the rave reviews did not sink all the way in and tell me that—authors can be quite blind about the strengths in their own work). 

And one day, when I had an hour or so to spare, I bashed out a piece of flash fiction that—only in my own mind, then—took place in the same world as Dead Again. 

I “published” (read: gave away) the flash story on my author site.    I called it Deadweight. 

Then that pesky “what happens to them after the story ends?” rumination set up in the back of my mind.

How did these characters connect with Jack and the events in Dead Again, if they were in the same story-world?  Why had I (subconsciously) made that connection?

And from there came Dead End, and a bunch of “out takes” and scenes that connected the dots between Deadweight and Dead Again.

That was the formation of the “saga” that began with Dead Again. 

For the first time, all the stories and scenes are collected here in this omnibus. 

Enjoy. 

 

 

Tracy Cooper-Posey

February 2026

Edmonton, Alberta
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DEADWEIGHT

THE SITUATION SHIFTED FROM COULD-get-raped to probably-gonna-die when the three gangsters who’d dragged Kajal into the falling-down, damp warehouse found her gold shield tucked away in the extra inner pocket of her jacket.  

The older one—tatts, nose ring, endless sniff—grew thoughtful. He seemed to understand they’d stepped onto new, high-stakes territory.

“We gotta tell Kane, man,” one of his sidekicks muttered. “He’ll know what to do.”

Kajal knew that name. Kane was a rising star in the Callahan organization.  Max had mentioned him more than once. These three using the name meant she’d really screwed up. She should have sprinted out of the southside once her meet with Max was done.

Only she’d lingered to watch Max’s departure, worried about him.  The last six weeks he’d shown jitters. Undercover cops didn’t last for long. The stress got to them.  Made them prone to deadly mistakes.  She’d debated pulling him in.  Suggested it aloud.  

“But I’m so close,” he’d protested. “I’m an inch away from Callahan’s senior lieutenants. Don’t make me waste all the things I’ve done.  You wanna flush six months of work down the drain?”  The look in his dark eyes had said more than the words.  There had been a lot of those looks between them.  I’m trusting you, his eyes had said.  They’d said a lot more, lately.  Kajal had been trying to ignore all that unspoken heat.  She was Max’s coordinator, his lifeline back to the sane, ordinary world.  She had to stay strong for him.

So she’d lingered in the area and been caught by the three nickel-plated, gun-toting minor players in Callahan’s vast network…had Max been followed?  That was another terrifying possibility. Was he under suspicion?  Was Kane, Callahan’s newest shining star, here to deal with Max?

Kajal realized she was straining at the zip tie around her wrists.  Tearing at her skin.  The grimy, oily and damp concrete under her ass was colder than an ice rink.

The leader of the three, Tatts, considered Kajal for a long contemplative minute while Sidekick One waited for Tatts to answer his question.  Then Tatts shook his head.  “We don’t need Kane to tell us what to do.” He spat. 

“Oh, man, look…!” Sidekick Two breathed, distressed.

The other two spun to spot the man strolling into the dark, dripping warehouse, their hands jerking up, guns flashing in the starlight showing through the jagged, broken-off walls.

It was Max.  Kajal held her teeth together and breathed hard, so she didn’t reveal the huge, adrenal-spiking surge of relief and terror that swamped her.  What was he doing here?  He hadn’t come back for her…he wouldn’t risk all the work they’d put in.  

The two with the guns lowered their weapons.  “Kane,” Tatts acknowledged, and spat.

The spike of dismay on top of the fright spearing her made Kajal feel sick.  She fought to show nothing of the potent cocktail of emotions swirling through her, making her sweat.  Max was Kane!

He hadn’t told her this vital fact.  Oversight?  Or something more?  Was that why he'd behaved so oddly, lately?  No, no, it couldn’t be.  Max Sloane would not sell out his honour and his badge to join Callahan’s mob.  He hated Callahan…didn’t he? 

Max circled the thugs, around to her. “What have you found, huh?”  He considered her, the dark waves of his hair glinting in the streetlight showing through the walls.

“She’s a cop, man,” Sidekick Two intoned.

“That so?” Max rubbed his jaw with a thumb, whiskers rasping.  “That’s a problem, alright.”

Kajal twisted her wrists about inside the zip-tie so she could reach the stiff section on the cuff of her jacket.  Bend it, scratch it or break it and an alarm would go up at the station. The built-in tracker would bring Chicago’s finest screaming to the rescue.  Max had one, too, but Kajal knew he wouldn’t use it.

Max pulled out his gangster gun—a shiny nickel monster like the others.  It hung from his fingers.  “There’s only one thing to do with a cop once you’ve got ‘em like this,” he told Tatts.

A chill settled in her middle as Kajal sorted out the raw facts.  Either Max had gone over, or he was still playing the role.  She had made a mistake and let herself get caught.  Now she was a deadweight and Max’s only way out was to kill her.    And if he was Kane for real, then he would still kill her.

Send up the alarm! her panicked gut screamed at her. 

Her heart protested.  Let him finish the job.  If he shot her now, he would absolutely be in with Callahan.  

She dropped her fingers away from the stiffened section of cuff.  The only thing she could do to help Max now was to die. 

Kajal swallowed as Max cocked the big revolver.  Suddenly, all she could think of was the St. Patrick’s Day parade, last March.  Max had spent three hours making sure he wasn’t followed, so he could take a couple of hours to watch the parade with her—a necessary time-out so he could breathe, drink green beer, eat a hotdog and relax.  They’d clapped and laughed and pointed.  And when he’d tapped the neck of his bottle against hers, their eyes had met. 

Only she had stuck to protocol and gone back to watching the parade, her heart hammering.

Should have let you kiss me, Kajal thought now, as Max brought the gun up to point at her heart.

Their eyes met. There was nothing but cold calculation in his.

I’m not wrong about him, Kajal told herself.  Max hasn’t sold out.  He hasn’t betrayed me.  She would never know the truth, now, but she would die believing it, and that would do.

Max spun on one heel, the gun swinging around in great arc.  It roared twice.

Tatts and Sidekick One dropped tiredly to the puddled concrete.

Sidekick Two ran like a startled jackrabbit, heading for the other exit, straight past Kajal.  She overrode her shock and got a foot up into the air to tangle with his ankles and the flapping legs of his oversized jeans.

He went down with a grunt and rolled over, bringing up a gun.

“Watch out!” Kajal cried in warning.

Max fired a third time.  Sidekick Two stopped moving.  His gun clattered against the concrete.

Max put his gun away, pulled out a knife and moved around Kajal to saw at the zip tie.    “You’re shaking.”

“You broke cover!”  Her voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.

“You wanted me to let them kill you?”

Her hands were free.  “You would have been in deep with Callahan!”  From a few blocks away, she heard sirens.  Coming from three different directions.  “You tripped your alarm…”

“And you didn’t!” Max settled in a crouch in front of her.  

“You wanted time.  To get in deeper…”

The heat was back in his eyes.  The unspoken conversation they’d been having was there, writ large.  “Not even Callahan is worth giving you up.” 

Kajal sighed.  “This is going to be complicated.”

He cupped her cheek.  His hand was warm and comforting.  “We’ll figure it out.”  And he kissed her.
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DEAD END

TO MAX, LOOKING AT JACK’S face was like looking into a mirror which showed reflections from the past—a very ugly past.  

Jack settled heavily against the round back of the café chair and grasped the porcelain coffee cup with the grip of a drowning man.  He’d lost weight since he’d last checked in, only a few days ago.  The creases around his eyes and mouth were deep. His other hand played a restless rhythm, tapping his knee, the table, the saucer, and back to his knee. 

Max recognized Jack’s edginess because he’d looked like Jack just over a year ago.  The man was reaching the end of his time as a useful undercover agent and Max should have noticed sooner.  Kajal would have.  Had noticed—she had been ready to pull Max in weeks before he was ready because he had twitched just the way Jack was now.

Max pushed all thoughts associated with Kajal into a dark mental pocket which remained sealed against all prying.  He’d got very good at it.

“Nice coffee shop,” Jack growled.  He didn’t look around as he said it.  He would have sized the place up the moment he stepped inside and would now know where the exits were, where the CCTVs were, where the gun was beneath the cash register, and the location of any patrons he didn’t like the look of, relative to the little table in the corner where they sat.  He’d keep an eye on the people he hadn’t mentally marked as harmless.  

“This place is a long way from South Side,” Max pointed out.  “I figured you’d like a change of scenery.”

“And the coffee.”  Jack lifted the cup in acknowledgement.

“So.  Anything to report?” Max asked softly.

Jack shook his head and drank deeply.  

“Thing’s tomorrow night,” Max added.  “You’re hanging in there?”

Jack put the empty cup down on the saucer with a sharp click.  “Do I look like I’m not?”

“Truth?  Yeah.”

Jack stared at him.  Then he gave a laugh he had probably intended to sound amused, but it came out tight and harsh.  “It’s been three years.  I didn’t think I’d ever get this deep into Callahan’s organization, but now I’m next to him and this is really going to happen…and now I’m this close, I’m…”  He blew out his breath.  “I’ll be fine,” he added.  “Good enough for two more days, anyway.”

Max nodded.  Pulling Jack in now would unravel the year he and Max had been working to ease him deeper into the organization that Max himself had never properly penetrated. It would also waste the two years Jack had been out in the cold before Max had been assigned to him.  Jack’s previous coordinator had asked to be reassigned, unable to take the pressure of hauling Jack out of the high-risk complications he’d created in his quest to reach Callahan and find the dirt on him they needed to arrest and charge the son-of-a-bitch.

Jack had pulled it off with a ruthless tenacity he hid beneath a quiet, laconic mid-west appearance, earning Max’s silent admiration.  And tomorrow night, at a charity banquet where the publicity would be maximized, Callahan would be arrested.  The warrants and charges were being drawn up even as they sat drinking their coffee.    Now Jack just had to play for time, maintain his façade as a Wisconsin-kid-gone-wrong for slightly less than forty-eight hours, and it would all be over.  

The café door gave a little chime and both of them flicked their glances to the door to assess who was leaving, who was arriving.

Kajal Mishra stepped in, sweeping off her hat and shaking out the long black mane of waves with a rake of her fingers, her gaze on the glass display cases that made up the front counter.  

It was only then that Max remembered that this café was just around the corner from Kajal’s apartment.  How could he possibly have forgotten that?

He stared at her, his cop’s gut-reaction of dismay submerging beneath a potent stew of emotions that made his heart race and his hearing to fade under the onslaught.  

She looked wonderful.  She clearly wasn’t on the job right now. This was her local coffee shop, and she wore jeans beneath the simple, well-fitted peacoat.  Her cheeks beneath the high cheekbones were a faint pink from the chill outside.  Her strong black brows arched over black eyes and thick black lashes.  And her lips…

He’d tasted those full, pink lips only a handful of times and now the memory of her taste, the shape of her mouth, the bergamot scent that wafted from her hair with each vitality-driven movement, and the incredible, addictive softness of her brown flesh had kept him awake too many nights since.

“Earth to Max,” Jack said quietly.

Max drew in a breath, trying to shake off the moment.  “Shit…” he breathed.

“You picked this place because of her, didn’t you?” Jack said quietly.

“Didn’t figure that out until now,” Max admitted.  “But yeah.”

“And she’s spotted us,” Jack said softly.

Kajal was staring at Max and Jack, her lips parted, her eyes just a touch wider than their normal almond shape.

“It’s okay,” Max said quickly.  “She’s on the job.  She was my coordinator, before.”

Jack raised a brow.  “That so?”  He picked up his empty cup.  “Let me talk to her.  You’ll fumble it.  And it would be nice to have a conversation with a pretty woman who doesn’t think I’m a complete asshole.”

Max sat back.  “You, she’ll speak nicely to,” he said in agreement.

Jack glanced down at Max as he got to his feet.  “You screwed up, huh?”

“Big time,” Max admitted.

Jack moved to the front counter.

•

KAJAL ONLY REALIZED SHE WAS staring at the two men when the stranger of the two got to his feet.  She wrenched her gaze away from Max and made herself move to the counter to stand in line.  Her limbs were thick and uncooperative and her heart thudding sickly.  

The last person she had expected to see here was Max.  He lived nearly forty minutes away.  Was he working a job?  She’d spent too long staring at them.  Had she been too obvious?  Had the stranger noticed?

When the other man put his empty cup on the counter with a soft clink, she had to fight to not look at him.  He turned and joined the end of the line just behind her. 

“It’s okay, you didn’t blow anything,” he murmured.  

Kajal stiffened.  She held still and pretended she hadn’t heard him while she tried to sort out what to do.

“I’m blue, too,” he added, in a barely heard whisper.  “Max is my coordinator.”

Max.  Not Kane.  If Max was undercover, this man would only know him as Kane.  

Relief made her shaky.  Kajal turned to face the man and tried to smile politely.  “I didn’t know Max had come out of the cold,” she confessed.  “I thought…”

The man raised his brow.  He looked tired and drawn—much as Max had, the last time she’d seen him.  “That you’d walked in on business?”

She nodded.  

The man held out his hand.  “I’m Jack.”

She shook his hand.  “Kajal Mishra.”  He had wiry strength, but he didn’t try to crush her hand.  “Jack is for real, or…?”

“For real.  I have a past that makes me look interesting to the right people.”

They were speaking quietly, but he had sidestepped using names.  Even so, Kajal knew exactly what Jack was not saying.  He was in deep with the Callahan mob.  And Max was coordinating for him.  

When had Max come in and gone straight?  Why hadn’t he told her?

She had to fight a near-overwhelming need to look at Max.  To measure him, now she knew he wasn’t undercover anymore—the very thing she had wanted above all else except Max himself.  Only, in the very short three weeks they had been together, she had never once told him she wanted him to quit and come in.  She had gritted her teeth and tried to function with next-to-zero sleep.  

Her gut had been constantly clenched while she waited to learn if “Kane”, the persona Max used while undercover, was still accepted by the Callahan mob despite being in the vicinity during the mysterious death of three members of the street gang Callahan’s people used as vendors. If any suspicion landed on him, then the first she would know of it would be when his body was found.

She had begun to jump at slight noises, and grind her teeth during the short, nightmare-filled hours she did sleep.  Then, suddenly, Max had quit on her.  “I’m not making you happy.”  His voice had been strained.  

“That’s not true!”

“You talk in your sleep, Kajal,” he said gently.  “You screamed.”

He’d repacked the duffel bag that had remained in the corner of her bedroom and left.  Not only had he left her, but he had also been taken off her roster of C.I.s and U.P.O.s.  When she had asked about the removal, her sergeant had shrugged.  “He transferred to the 52nd.”

That had been a year ago. 

Kajal made herself smile at Jack.  “Max knows what it’s like out there.  He’d be good at coordinating.”

“He is,” Jack said.  They shuffled up a place closer to the counter as the front door chimed once more—this place was always busy on Saturday mornings.  Jack looked up and over Kajal’s shoulder.  His eyes narrowed.  “Shit…” he breathed.  Then, without looking at her, he added swiftly and softly, “Play along.”

“Jack Laubreaux, as I live and breathe…” a man said from just behind Kajal.

Jack lifted his arms up in the air. “Michael, I’ll be damned…!”    

Kajal spun to face the other man, her throat trying to close down and stop her breathing. 

Jack and the other man were embracing, like fraternity brothers.  The other man, who was shorter, pounded Jack on the back.  He had pale, clear skin and dark hair.  Thick black brows.  He wore a fine wool overcoat and a silk scarf and held good leather gloves in his other hand.

Black Irish. Rich Black Irish.

Kajal’s heart sank.  

“Well, and who do we have here?” the man said, stepping back.  His gaze roved over Kajal.  He didn’t attempt to hide his inspection.

Jack touched the back of her shoulder.  “This is Kajal.  A friend.”

“A lovely friend.”  The man almost crooned it. 

Kajal tried to look demur and touched by his observation, even though it made her skin crawl.  She hadn’t been ogled this way since high school. 

“Kajal, this is a friend of mine, Michael Callahan,” Jack added.

Kajal made herself smile sunnily at Michael Callahan even though sweat was prickling under her arms.  She knew the Callahan files very well.  This was Callahan senior’s son.  The heir to the crime empire.

Michael Callahan smiled back.  “And here I was wondering what Jack would be doing all the way up here.”

“We’re just friends,” Jack said.  

“Then you’re an idiot,” Michael snapped.  There was genuine nastiness in his tone.  Then he smiled brilliantly.

Jack smiled back, as if Michael had been purely teasing. 

Michael turned to Kajal.  “My father is hosting a black-tie banquet at the Thompson Hotel tomorrow night.  Jack is a guest.  You will come with him.”

Kajal squashed her first instinctive, sarcastic Oh yeah?  Hot, prickly caution flooded her.  The urge to glance toward Max for guidance was powerful.  She fought it.  Michael Callahan didn’t know Max was in the corner. He might not know Kane, Max’s persona when he was undercover…but he might. Kajal couldn’t afford to draw his attention to Max by glancing in his direction.  She had to leave Max out of this.  It wouldn’t look natural to be taking coffee with two men.

The risks and consequences of what she said now rippled up her spine as cold fingers.  There were too many ways she could screw this up…  

Jack had told her to play along.  In the world Jack was working in, women did what they were told, unless they were badasses themselves.  But a badass woman wouldn’t be with Jack.  She’d have her own retinue. 

The woman Jack would be with would be submissive.  Kajal summoned up the spirit of her mother, who had endured an arranged marriage when she was fourteen, migrated to America, borne eight children, six of whom had lived, with a husband who liked spending money an inch more than he liked earning it.  Kajal composed her face into the expression her mother wore in her wedding photos.  She didn’t quite duck her chin.  “Jack?” she said softly, deferring to the man she was nominally with.

Jack rubbed his jaw.  “Well, I was planning on going stag.  Your father has some work for me to do tomorrow night.”  He gave Michael a grin that was the equivalent of two males nudging each other knowingly.  “I’m not going to leave a lady like Kajal sitting alone at a table in a pretty ballgown all evening.”

Kajal’s deep relief was chopped off short as Michael’s expression hardened.  The coldness started in his eyes and worked down to his mouth and chin, which both set in hard lines.  “She won’t be alone, will she?  You’re sitting at my father’s table. So am I.”  He gave Kajal a smile that held no mirth.  “I’ll take care of her.”  Something hot and nasty flickered in the back of his eyes.

Kajal forced a smile to her lips.  Tell him no! she silently begged Jack, even though she knew he couldn’t afford to refuse Michael Callahan. 

Jack didn’t hesitate.  His smile was warm, with a touch of relief.  “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” he admitted.  “Kajal would love an excuse to dress up.”  He didn’t even look at Kajal to see if she actually felt the way he was ascribing to her.  It was perfectly played. 

Michael Callahan relaxed and smiled at Kajal. “I look forward to seeing your pretty ballgown, then.  Here, let me buy your coffee for you, both of you.  What are you having?”  

They were at the front of the line.  Jack ordered flat black for himself and a latte for Kajal, again without conferring with her.  Kajal would have preferred the straight black, but said nothing.  Michael ordered cappuccino to go and paid for all three drinks with a credit card with a flashy gold badge in one corner.

Only when she could pick up her large mug of froth could Kajal naturally turn to consider the rest of the store, as if she was searching out a table.  

The little one in the corner where Jack and Max had been sitting was empty.

•

THERE WAS VERY LITTLE MATERIAL in the ballgown Kajal had hastily borrowed, which meant hiding the wire was problematic.  Inserting it required someone reaching under the satin and threading the micro-pick-up under the bodice.  As there wasn’t a lot of room under the satin, Kajal flatly insisted Max do the deed and everyone else was to leave the room.  Jack was having his wire installed in the connected bedroom.  She was just as entitled to privacy and a lack of jeers and interested gazes from the station and department people.

She stood with her arms crossed until the eye rolls were done and everyone moved out, then let out a shaky breath as Max came toward her with the tiny microphone with its trailing wire antenna.  

His dark eyes were shuttered as he worked silently and swiftly to attach the microphone just below the edge of the burnt orange satin, between her breasts.  She held still, holding her teeth tightly together as his hands brushed her breasts as he worked.  She knew he wasn’t doing it deliberately.  The tech who should have been installing it she didn’t trust enough not to clumsily and “accidentally” feel her up.

“No one liners about role reversal?” she said, to break the tense silence.

“Nope.”  Max kept his eyes what he was doing.  

“I’m about to get a dose of being up the sharp end,” she pointed out.  “Thought you’d be pleased.  All your ‘I told you so’ moments coming together.”

“It’s not going to be a joke out there.”  His gaze met hers. She caught a flash of emotion, too fast for her to read it.  Then his gaze skittered away again. “Let Jack control everything.”

“Be wallpaper,” she concluded.

“Yes,” he snapped.  “Tonight is the end of three years of effort and people like Jack risking their necks every single day--”

“So did you,” she shot back.

“Four cops have died by Callahan’s orders.  Don’t be the fifth.”  Max stepped back.  

Kajal tugged the dress back into place, and the hem dropped around the toes of her strappy, glittering stilettos, but with every step, the slit up the front of her left leg revealed her thigh.  “I feel more than naked,” she confessed.  It was the last dress she would have chosen for herself.  

“You look the part,” Max said flatly.  “Play the part and stay safe.”  He paused.  “Please,” he added softly.

Their gazes clashed again.  This time, Kajal had no trouble reading his eyes.  Emotion roiled there.  Heat.  Fear.  And something… 

Then he looked away and her chance of understanding Max Sloane and what had gone wrong a year ago was gone. 

Max opened the door to the sitting area of the hotel room.  “She’s ready.  Chip, come and test this thing.  I don’t want her passing a microphone and deafening everyone with a squeal.  Nothing stupid.  No errors.  Not tonight.”  His tone promised violence if anyone dared to slip up.

•

IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE TO BE wallpaper, not with Michael Callahan sitting on her other side.  The man had a bottomless well of tactics and tricks that would let him touch her in ways that weren’t quite sleazy enough to get upset about.  A light laugh and a touch to the back of her hand.  A compliment, while smiling into her eyes and stroking her arm.  Instead of speaking her name to draw her attention to him, he would touch the back of her shoulder.  As the evening wore on, the touches lingered.  He helped her put her napkin over her lap, and his fingers found the flesh of her thigh between the slit of her dress.  At the start of the evening, his knee did not touch hers.  By the time the Bombe Alaska arrived, his knee was pressing up against her, crowding her knees closer to Jack…when he was there.

Jack was called away barely five minutes after the seafood appetizer arrived.  He returned in time to bolt down three mouthfuls of the Beef Wellington, before someone touched him on the shoulder, bent and murmured in his ear.  He apologized to Kajal and even kissed her on the cheek, before hurrying away again.  He wasn’t the only man at the table called away on mysterious business.  There was only two other women at the table, both wearing wedding rings, who appeared oblivious to the abrupt departure and return of their husbands.  They sat together and murmured quietly.

Patrick Callahan sat almost directly opposite Michael.  He was an urbane man with silver sideburns. Michael had inherited his dark Irish good looks from his father, but on Michael, they were refined to the point where one could nearly say he had a weak chin, as long as they said it out of the Callahans’ hearing.  Patrick was heavier in comparison, with a thick neck and a blunt chin. The black eyes were the same, though, and Kajal had caught Callahan Senior’s gaze on her more than once.  He didn’t openly stare the way Michael did.

“Do you like to dance, Kajal?” Michael asked, as the honest-to-goodness twenty-piece orchestra tuned their instruments over by the dance floor.  His hand rested palm-down on her thigh.  “I bet you do.”

Kajal jumped and pushed her plate of barely touched, melting Bombe Alaska away from her.  “I’m not a very good dancer,” she said truthfully.  Not the American style of dancing, at least.  And not ballroom style, either.  She shifted on the chair, which dislodged his sweaty hand.  She wished she could move the whole damn chair, but that would send the wrong signal to the man.  

Would this evening never end?  When were Jack and Max going to pull the plug and arrest the damn man?  What were they waiting for?  There was a reason Jack was wearing a wire, but while Callahan Senior was sitting at the…

He was gone.  When had that happened?  Pay attention, Kajal! 

The orchestra swung into a waltz—she recognized the beat, at least.  Michael immediately gripped her hand and got to his feet and tugged.  

It appeared she was going to dance.  

•

“KEEP THE CAMERA TRACKING HER,” Max growled as Michael Callahan pulled Kajal out of view of the feed currently on the center monitor.  “There’s CCTVs all over the fucking hotel.  Use them.”

The technician working the control board sent Max a startled glance.  “We’re supposed to be tracking Laubreaux, aren’t we?”

Max gritted his teeth and crossed his arms.  “You’ve got five monitors.  Use them.  Find her again.”

The technician scrolled through a feed list on his laptop and stabbed the enter key.

The center monitor flicked and changed views.  Now he could see the dance floor in front of the orchestra.  There was already one elderly couple on the floor, both smiling with pleasure as they spun in elegant circles and chatted.  And Michael was pulling Kajal onto the floor.

Max squeezed his fists as the Callahan whelp put his arm around her, but they were in full view of all the diners. There wasn’t much more he could do to her out there, but spin her in circles.  Kajal would hate it, but she would be in one piece.  That’s what this evening had narrowed down to; getting her home in one piece.

•

KAJAL STUMBLED.  “SORRY,” SHE SAID quickly.  “I really am not a dancer,” she added.

“Let me do the steering, is the way it is supposed to go,” Michael said, and pulled her more firmly against him.  She gasped and gave him a nervous smile as he spun her in another tight circle.  This time she didn’t just stumble. Her heel snagged in the hem on the back of her dress, and she couldn’t thrust her foot forward to save herself.  She gave a little cry as she pitched sideways.

Michael held her up, then put her back on her feet, demonstrating that he was stronger than he looked.  As she breathed heavily, the adrenaline dispersing, he ogled her breasts in the low cut evening gown, which didn’t add to her happiness.  Her bodice had shifted as she fell and she was in danger of revealing all of one breast.  She tugged the scrap of satin back into place.

They’d stopped dancing, but Michael still had one arm around her.  The arm tightened and he brought his chin up to study her.  There was no amusement in his face.  There was no expression at all, which was more frightening than any emotion might have been.

“You are going to come with me,” Michael said.  His voice was as expressionless as his face and eyes.  

“What?  Michael—oww!” 

Michael’s other hand had snaked up under her hair and he gripped the back of head, at the base of her skull, with iron fingers that dug in and made her brain fizz and her neck to creak.

He stepped to one side of her, so they were both facing the same direction, his hand gripping her neck, the fingers grinding in.  “We’re going to take a walk through the kitchen doors over there.  You will smile as you have all evening.  Or I will snap your neck right here and walk away.  Get it?”

Coldness rushed through her.  She nodded, as much as she could.

“Smile,” he ground out.

She made her mouth pull up into a rictus that passed as a smile, and he led her by the neck through the painted steel swing doors into the bustling kitchen beyond.  Kitchen staff in dirty whites were frantically cleaning dishes, stacking them, laying out trays of coffee cups and urns, while wait staff stood ready to take them out to the ballroom.

Over to the right, in a little tucked away corner of the kitchen were shelves of the white dinnerware.  Standing between them were Jack Laubreaux and Patrick Callahan, and one of Callahan’s other senior lieutenants.  They had spotted Michael and all three were frowning.

Michael looked at the kitchen staff, who were glancing at them with equally startled expressions.  “Get out,” he said flatly.

The frantic motions checked.  They stared at Michael uncomprehendingly.

“I said get out!” Michael screamed.  His face turned red and sweat glistened at his temples.

“Mickey,” Patrick Callahan said with a chiding tone.

The staff didn’t need to be told a third time.  They hurried out of the kitchen via the back entrance, pushing each other forward, tripping over each other in their haste to leave.

“The Senator will be here in less than five minutes,” Patrick Callahan protested.

“Tell him to wait,” Michael said.  He marched Kajal forward and brought her to a halt barely a pace away from Callahan and Jack.  “How long have you known this bitch, Jack?”

Jack looked puzzled.  “A couple of days.  Why?”

No details, nothing that could be checked.

Michael reached into Kajal’s dress, his thick fingers—those, he got from his father—groped between her breasts with impersonal force.  The microphone ripped away from her flesh with a sharp sting and he held it out on his hand.

Everyone stared down at the electronic gadget, even Kajal.  Her heart thumped and her hearing came in waves of muffled-clear-muffled.  

Think, she commanded herself.  The situation could be saved.  They thought Jack was one of them, still.  

Jack added to that impression by swearing low and hard.  “She played me.”

“Did she, Jack?” Callahan senior picked up the microphone, dropped it to the tiles, then ground it to splinters under his shoe.  

“Patrick!” Jack said, sounding deeply offended.  “It’s me.”

“Michael tinks you walk on water,” Callahan said, his tone thoughtful and flat with danger.  His pronunciation of think was the first hint of Irish she’d heard from him.  “Because he does, I’m going to give you a chance to demonstrate my trust in you.”  He looked at his son.  “Michael.”

Michael reached into his tuxedo.

Run!  The voice screamed in her mind.  She knew Michael was reaching for a gun.  But the two exit doors in this kitchen were both too far away.  She would never make it.    Instead, she watched Michael withdraw a nickel-plated gangster gun.  Then a suppressor, which he screwed onto the end of it with steady hands.  He held the contraption out to Jack.

Jack stared at the gun.  “What if she’s a cop?” he asked Callahan.  “You really want to piss off the Chicago PD by killing one of their own?”

“No one worms into my house and tries to undermine me.  If I let her walk out of here, then word will spread that I can’t clean my own house.  That’s bad business.  She has to go,” Callahan said.  “If you take care of it, it will wipe out any hard feelings I have about bringing her into my house in the first place.”

It would tell Callahan Jack was to be trusted, Kajal interpreted.  

Jack reached out and took Michael’s gun. Kajal’s heart left her chest and lodged in her throat.  Her hearing was muffled by the thudding beat in her ears. 

Moving with the slowness of a movie at half speed, Jack half-raised the gun.  Then lowered it.  “Here?” he asked softly.

“No cameras in here,” Michael said softly.  “Freezer in the back.  We’ll come back later and clean up.”

The cold calculations made Kajal shudder. 

Jack raised the gun.  Kajal looked at the black, blank eye at the front of it.  She turned to Patrick Callahan.  “Pointing a gun at me is a mistake.”

Callahan’s eyes narrowed.  “Leaving you breathing is a bigger one.  It’s just business.”  He shrugged.

The doors to the ballroom burst open, letting in a wash of dance music and party sounds.  Max hurtled through, his service revolver up and murder in his dark eyes.  He strode toward them, the gun not wavering.  “Patrick Callahan, you are under arrest for the commissioning of a murder.”

“Jack,” Callahan snapped.

Jack Laubreaux took a step back, so he could cover both Callahans, and turned the gun toward Michael.  “Michael Callahan, you’re under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder.”

Michael’s mouth popped open.  His face turned pale.

The back door to the kitchen, which the staff had used to leave, rammed open and let in a stream of black-coveralled SWAT officers, followed by non-uniform senior officers wearing flack vests.

The kitchen was filled with armed people who surrounded the four of them.

Patrick Callahan studied Jack.  There was disappointment in the older man’s face…and a growing anger.  “Better men than you have tried this, Jack…is it even Jack?”

“It is,” Jack said.  He tapped his left breast, under the tuxedo.  “We’ve got your voice, ordering a hit, Callahan.  This time, you stepped in it, Patrick.  We were waiting to hear you bribe a senator, but commissioning murder…that’s a Felony-Murder charge, and two police officers heard you arrange it.  There’s no wriggling out of it, this time.”

Callahan glanced sharply at Kajal.  She stared back.

He rolled his eyes.  

Max glanced at the SWAT officers.  “Take them to the 4th for processing.  Did you get the others?”

“Rounding them up now,” one of the officers replied.  “Everyone on your list.”

Max nodded.

Kajal wrapped her arms around herself, shivering in reaction.

The SWAT team cuffed the two Callahans and turned them around to head for the back exit.  Patrick tried to shrug off the grip of the two officers holding his arms and said to Max, “You think this is over?  You’ve only won this round.”

“You can’t run your empire from a jail cell, Callahan.  That’s just a myth.”

Callahan considered Max for a good, long minute, then smiled.  His smile was full of good cheer and secret knowledge.  He let the two officers lead him away.

“What do you suppose that smile meant?” Max said thoughtfully.

Jack unwound the silencer from Michael’s gun, ejected the clip, and handed the three pieces over to the nearest SWAT member, who bagged them.  “Maybe he thinks he can get around the electronic surveillance and screenings and daily cell toss.  And maybe…”

Max’s tuxedo jacket dropped around Kajal’s shoulders.  Warmth…and Max’s scent.  She shivered again, but not from cold, and clutched the jacket closer to her.  “Max always thought that there might be someone else out there.”

“Someone pulling Callahan’s strings?” Jack said, scratching his chin. 

Max shook his head. “Leave it.  Call tonight what it is, a victory.  We’ll worry about the fallout tomorrow.  Until Patrick Callahan is in orange coveralls in solitary, we’ll have our work cut out to make sure he gets there.”  He dropped his arm around Kajal’s shoulders, making her insides jump.  “Go home, Jack.  Your real home.  Take a few days.  You did it.  You did what a dozen task forces haven’t been able to do.  You got Callahan.”

Jack drew in a deep breath.  Let it out.  “Yeah…” he said softly.  “You know…I have no clue what to do next?”  

Kajal smiled.  “But now you’re free to figure that out.  You’re out, Jack.”

Jack smiled.  It was a good smile.  “Yeah.”

•

MAX DIDN’T LIFT HIS ARM away from her as they made their way through the service corridors to the street behind the hotel, lined with beat-up clunkers and rusty ten-year-old cars.  In front of the staff entrance was a line of double-parked black CPD vehicles—vans, sedans, interceptors.  Around them boiled a good portion of the CPD in various uniforms, or with their badges slung around their necks.  

Pulling out onto the main street was a shorter line of similar vehicles.  The vans in the middle would have the Callahans in them—a van each, to minimize risk.  Kajal and Max watched them disappear down Bellevue.

“My car is over there,” Max said, pointing.  “I’ll take you home.”

She nodded.  The wind was damp and cold and not even Max’s jacket was enough to offset it.  “My purse…”

“One of the uniforms will retrieve it.  This party is over,” Max assured her.    He led her over to the Lexus, and got it started then sat to let the engine warm up.  Swiftly, heat curled around her toes and rose up around her.  Kajal could feel herself relaxing.    It was over.  Three years of work for Jack Laubreaux, a year of work for Max and more than a decade of work for the entire Department….

“I thought tonight would be a dead end,” she admitted softly.  “I thought being caught up in it the way I did would ruin your plans.”

“It did ruin my plans,” Max said.  “We were going to arrest Callahan after he put the squeeze on the senator.  Instead, we got him for trying to commit murder…it’s even better.”

Kajal nodded. 

“It also screwed up another set of plans I had,” Max added.  He turned in the seat, so he faced her better.    

There was an expression in his eyes she couldn’t quite read…or perhaps she didn’t want to.  But her heart began to beat heavily, anyway.  

“I didn’t understand what it was like for you,” Max said softly.  “I thought the nightmares, the not-sleeping, you jumping out of your skin every time the door bell sounded…I thought…”  He turned his chin and looked through the still misted-up screen.  “I don’t know what I thought,” he said softly.

“You thought I was being too sensitive?  A woman?” Kajal suggested, her gut tightening.

He shook his head. “You’re a decorated cop.  I didn’t think it was lack of backbone.  Not for a second.  I only knew I was hurting you.  Somehow.  So I left.”

Kajal swallowed.  “And you became a coordinator.”

Max tapped the steering wheel.  An impatient, restless movement.  “I was told I was coming in. I made a mistake, Kajal.  It could have been bad, only I got away with it.  But my lieutenant said I was done.  That I’d blown my luck budget and she was pulling me in.  Period.  End of discussion.  I got stuck directing Jack instead, and for a whole year I have resented the hell out of it, out of not being able to do something, something that would make a difference.”

“But you made a difference tonight,” Kajal protested.  “You and Jack.”

Max nodded.  “That’s starting to sink in,” he admitted in a low voice.  “Since your wire went dead, I haven’t been thinking too well.”  He looked back at her.  “How the hell did you stand it, Kajal?  Do you know how many times tonight I felt like I was about to have an embolism, or throw up?  Do you know what the last twenty-four hours have done to the lining of my stomach and my blood pressure, since I knew you’d be going in with Jack?”

Kajal let out a deep, slow breath.  Tension departed with it.  But a different sort of tension took its place.  A high, silvery tension that thrummed and hummed in her veins and nerves.  “I kept telling myself that you were good at your job and to trust you’d take care of yourself.”

“But you still had nightmares.”

“I didn’t say it worked.”

Max gave a chuff of laughter.  In the bare white light from the hotel, his eyes were shadowed.  She could see the clear line of his jaw underneath the dark whiskers flex.  “I left you, last October, but I didn’t move on, Kajal.  I couldn’t bring myself to let go altogether.  I’d spent too long wanting you to do that.  And tonight, when I heard Callahan tell Jack to kill you, I figured out why.”  He reached over and picked up her hand.  “I love you, Kajal.  Pure and simple.  And you love me—I see that now, too.  I’ve been a blind fool, but now I get it.  Am I too late?  Or is there still time for us to work this out?”

Kajal sighed.  “Max…”

His hand tightened on hers.  “I made a mistake.  I screwed up.  Give me another chance.  This time, I know how to make it work.”

“Are you going to go back to undercover work?”  

Max blew out his breath.  “Those were the plans you ruined,” he said, his voice low.  “I’ve felt useless since my lieutenant pulled me in and after tonight, I was going to ask her to reassign me to undercover.  But now I know what it’s like waiting for someone to come home.”  He cupped her cheek.  His thumb stroked her flesh.  “If you’ll give me that second chance, then no, I’ll never go out there again.  I can do good things back at the station—tonight proved that…and proved I’ve been an idiot, when it came to you.”

Kajal let him draw her over the console so that she was almost sitting in his lap.  She rested her hand on his stiff white evening shirt and felt the sold warmth of him beneath.  “Everyone deserves a second chance,” she told him.  “I’ve made mistakes of my own and you didn’t give up on me.”

“Giving up wasn’t an option,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers, “and it never will be.”  At last, he kissed her and this time, no shadow marred the sweetness.  Kajal knew that now she could risk her heart and soul and they would be safe in Max’s hands.
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