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


     
  

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


     
  

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
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“Vali is skilled at building sexual tension and the sex in this novel flies as high as Berkley’s jets. Look for this fast-paced read.”—Just About Write
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“A stunning addition to the vampire legend, Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici, is one that stands apart from the rest.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog
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“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
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“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
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“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.”—Just About Write
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“Ali Vali excels at creating strong, romantic characters along with her fast paced, sophisticated plots. Her setting, New Orleans, provides just the right blend of immigrants from Mexico, South America and Cuba, along with a city steeped in traditions.”—Just About Write
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In book five of the Casey Family series, Cain and Emma are planning a wedding before the birth of their third child. Cain has done everything possible to protect her family and get their lives back to normal. Cain is strengthening her partnership with the Jatibons and Carlotti families, as well as trying to help her cousin Muriel heal from FBI agent Shelby Phillips’s betrayal.


     
  

But nothing can distract her from hunting Juan Luis down to make him pay for trying to take Emma from her. That is the most pressing problem to be dealt with before she can truly enjoy the life and family she and Emma have together. Those plans are derailed with the arrival of someone who not only challenges her place as her father, Dalton's heir, but also her belief and loyalty to the man who raised her.
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“You couldn’t run forever.”

Derby Cain Casey had waited months to say those four simple words, and Juan Luis’s expression when she’d found him had been total disbelief. When she’d strapped him to a chair in the middle of her empty warehouse, any bravery he possessed disappeared as effectively as he had after she’d stopped him from attacking Emma.

Fat tears ran steadily down Juan’s face, and she hadn’t even touched him yet. “Did this day cross your mind when you tried to rape my wife?” He cried harder, proving what a coward he was. “You shot my friend and strapped Emma to a table. If that’d been all, I’d let Merrick shoot you in the head and be done with it. But you wanted my suffering to be complete, didn’t you? That’s why you picked that place. Your decision’s going to cost you.”

“I kill you if you no let me go,” Juan screamed, and snot flew from his nose. “My mama come for me.”

“That’s true, she will come for you, and I’ll hand you over a piece at a time.” As Lou cut his clothes from his body, she tuned out his begging. Juan could get as loud as he wanted but no one would hear him, and she wanted him in the same state of mind Emma had been in when he’d tied her down.

“Did it excite you when Emma cried out?” She stood and took the safety glasses Lou held out. “Did her tears hit you here first?” she asked, and landed a punch in the gut. “Did it make you hard to have her tied down like an animal?”

Juan shook his head, but it was too late for denials. “Fire it up, Lou.” He cranked the professional power washer and handed her the wand. The nozzle she’d picked could cut through wood, and the direction book warned not to aim at anyone since it could injure them. She was counting on it.

“No.” Juan screamed when she aimed the water at him and started to get closer. The laser-like stream cut through his abdomen as easily as a filet knife through soft bread. His scream was so loud it—

“Damn,” Cain said when she startled awake. Eventually the dream would be a reality, but so far Juan had proved elusive. The longer it took to find him, though, the more creative her imagination and dreamscape became. This dream had to have been caused by the painters they’d hired, since they were in the cleaning stage outside.

The bed was empty, so she got up, showered, and dressed to go find her partner. “Persistent,” she said as she descended the stairs, buttoning the monogramed cuff of her new shirt. It was a recent gift from Emma, who’d gotten back into a shopping groove. She was grateful since she hated the exercise, so she simply said thank you when Emma handed her the box with five more just like it. That act, along with a thousand other mundane things, reassured her their lives were getting back to normal.

The FBI was outside keeping up their constant surveillance, her shipments of liquor and cigarettes minus the proper seals were still arriving without fail, and her family was happy and safe. She never took any of those things for granted, but a few pieces were still not fitting into the puzzle of her life. “Damn persistent,” she said when she saw Special Agent Shelby Phillips sitting in her living room—again.

Shelby was on mandatory leave from her duties as the lead agent assigned to her family after both of her parents had been found murdered. The FBI couldn’t take the chance of allowing Shelby back into the field, given her current mental state, so with all her free time she’d taken up a new routine. Shelby would arrive every morning and ask to see her, and she in turn would ignore her. This was the start of month two.

“What are you going to do about her, mobster?” Emma asked as she entered her office at the back of the house. She sat behind Cain’s desk, borrowing the space for the project she was working on.

“When do you think she’ll give up?”

“I lost the pool after a month, so I can’t answer that question,” Emma said, signing a check and attaching it to something that appeared to be a contract. “If you finally give in today, Lou gets the twelve hundred up for grabs.”

“For a smart woman in law enforcement, surely she has a clue by now that I’m not giving in.” Cain sat in a chair intended for visitors and crossed her legs. In an hour, she had to meet with the European vendors her cousins Muriel Casey and Katlin Patrick had been vetting for months. “It’s not that I don’t understand what’s driving her. I do. But I’m not sympathetic enough to give her what she wants.” She looked at Emma, and any anger over the situation evaporated when her gaze landed on Emma’s swollen midsection. If she had the power to speed up time, she’d do it to see Emma holding their new baby.

“Considering you won’t even tell her you won’t meet with her, I thought she’d have given up by now, but she’s—”

“Persistent.” She laughed. “It’s like being trapped in a sinking ship and not being able to swim. That’s the best way I can describe Shelby’s mind-set. You have to either drown or ask a shark for help.”

“So either way she’s screwed.”

“That’s right, lass. Lou will be out of luck today even if I was feeling generous. I’ve got that meeting at the office.”

Up to now her business had centered on illegal hard liquors and cigarettes, a trade her great-great-grandmother had started as an Irish immigrant, but Cain saw potential in high-quality wines. A small portion of their operations dealt with them already, and considering its huge profit margin, it was time to expand. Wine would never make as much as the city’s growing drug trade, but that wasn’t a palatable future for her children.

“Then she’ll be here tomorrow because you can give her what the FBI can’t.” Emma stood and lifted her hands over her head to stretch. “Either cave in or put the poor woman out of her misery.”

“You think I should help her?” She didn’t move when Emma walked toward the small leather couch with a gait that was slowly starting to change to accommodate the extra weight she carried.

“Look at all she’s had to endure basically alone,” Emma said with her hand out. “The thought of losing my parents like she did, or the kids having to live through that horror if something happened to us, makes me want to help her.”

Cain joined Emma, took her hand, and kissed her. “You’d be willing to risk what could happen if I do?”

“Don’t get crazy on me, baby. I didn’t say help. I said I understood why she’s here.” They sat and Emma turned so her abdomen pressed into her side. Cain put her hands on their growing child, knowing Baby Casey was most active in the mornings. “What do you think today?”

“What I think every moment of every day,” she said, and kissed Emma again. “This baby is another blessing to the miracle my life’s become.”

“We need to finish discussing this situation before you make any other romantic statements,” Emma said as she unbuttoned her shirt, tugging it from Cain’s pants when she couldn’t go any further. “Unfortunately for Shelby, I don’t trust her. Not with you, and certainly not with Muriel.”

“Is there something you want, lass?” she asked as she sat with her shirt open, and Emma unbuckled her belt.

“Don’t make fun of the big horny woman or I’ll buy myself one of those rabid-rabbit things we saw on television late last night and evict you from the bedroom.” Cain stood and her pants pooled around her ankles. Emma’s fingers stilled at the sides of her underwear as if the urge to be bold had burned itself out.

The same thing had happened during Emma’s pregnancy with their son Hayden, and if Emma hadn’t run from this life she was sure it would’ve happened before Hannah was born. The extra weight and growing waistline made Emma’s self-doubt about her attractiveness grow as well. Cain didn’t enjoy Emma questioning how she felt about her, but she did like reassuring her.

The dress Emma wore was new, and Cain guessed it was part of the problem. Emma loved trips to the mall and her favorite boutiques, but not because she needed a larger size. She loved being pregnant, but her expanding middle was murder on her self-esteem.

“Mrs. Casey,” she said as she dropped to her knees in between Emma’s legs. They’d made love that morning, but her desire flared again when Emma lifted her head and looked at her. “I’m not making fun.” She put her hands on Emma’s belly and massaged it as she moved down toward the hem of her dress. The anticipation of touching Emma made the blood rush to her head, and she could hear her own heartbeat.

“I know you’ve got people waiting, so we don’t have to,” Emma said as her legs spread wider.

“The world can wait, this can’t.” She lowered Emma’s panties, then stood to get out of her pants and shirt. Emma held her hand up again as a request for help off the couch, and Cain unzipped her dress as soon as she had her on her feet. She smiled when Emma groaned as their naked bodies pressed together.

“I need you to put your mouth on me,” Emma said, and sounded desperate. “I’ll do whatever you want, but I need you to do that right now.”

The way Emma rubbed herself against Cain made it hard to think, but she lowered Emma back down and positioned her butt at the edge of the seat. Being able to lie back a bit would make it easier for Emma to breathe. She swept her eyes down the compact body, and her hips bucked forward into empty space at the sight. She needed relief from her pounding clit, but not until she’d given it to Emma.

“Don’t torture me,” Emma said as she squeezed her own breasts. They were fuller than normal, and her nipples were slightly darker. Cain thought about them at the strangest times during her day. She’d found Emma desirable from the first time she saw her, but seeing her with the next generation of their family made her insatiable. Emma didn’t mind that her sex drive was over the top since she was at the point in the pregnancy where she craved sex.

She wanted to linger on the hard nipples, but Emma was dripping wet and tasted sweet when she put her mouth on her. Emma currently craved pineapple, so they had a number of containers of it in the refrigerator, and the amount she’d consumed had changed her taste. When Cain tasted Emma’s sex, she assumed this must be what crack addicts experienced when they finally got their fix. It left a lifelong craving, but unlike any drug addict, she had no interest in rehab to beat the habit.

Emma took a deep breath and held it when Cain placed her tongue under her clit and ran it slowly upward, swirling it around the hardness as she reached the top. “Fuck,” Emma said uncharacteristically, grabbing the sides of her head to pull hard on her hair. “Put your fingers in.”

Despite what Emma probably wanted, she entered her gently, not wanting her desire to hurt Emma or the baby. To compensate, she sucked hard as her fingers went all the way in, and Emma smiled down at her when she stroked her fingers out and in. Before long, Emma put her feet on her back so she could pump her hips easier and position herself so her fingers and mouth were in the right place.

Emma came so hard she ended up crying, but Cain didn’t have time to worry before Emma sat up and put her hand between her legs. “Come up here,” Emma said as she placed kisses down her jaw.

It didn’t matter that she would’ve gladly killed someone to have Emma’s mouth on her, but her body got what it wanted. Emma’s fingers slid across her hardness and she was helpless. She knelt there until Emma gave her the orgasm her body demanded.

“Do you think Muriel would be pissed if I don’t show up today?” Cain asked when she fell forward until her forehead rested on Emma’s chest. “We could go back to bed if you lie and tell me she wouldn’t be.”

“No lying to the boss today, my love, so come on.” Emma kissed the top of her head before she pushed her off. “The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll get back here for the multiple orgasms I’ve got planned for later.”

“Mine or yours?”

“Yes, so move.”
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“Jerome Rhodes,” Anthony Curtis said out loud as he stared at himself in the bathroom mirror. The name, his new identity, and the face he saw still unsettled him.

A year ago he’d been happy in the back of a van with his team of colleagues and friends, knowing where his life was headed. Only Special Agent Anthony Curtis didn’t exist anymore. He’d died or, more accurately, been erased under the skillful hands of the plastic surgeon Gracelia Luis Ortega had found. Now he appeared more Hispanic—his lips fuller, his cheekbones more pronounced—but his eyes were the same. They were his only anchor to his past and the only physical trait he shared with his mother.

“What’s wrong?” Gracelia asked as she dropped her robe and stood naked before him.

This was his savior; at least that’s what she said constantly. Gracelia was a beautiful woman and the best lover he’d had, but all that didn’t balance out her dark side. She was vicious, so much so that he realized everything her brother Rodolfo had done paled when compared to her actions. Rodolfo might’ve unwittingly been her teacher in that area, but she’d mastered her education so she could groom her son Juan to follow her. Her lessons had culminated with Juan strapping his uncle to a tree, coating him in honey, and unleashing ants on him. Juan had snapped before Rodolfo had suffered too much and shot him dead. They raised family dysfunction to new heights.

The elaborate death trap had been Gracelia’s vengeance for Armando Ortega, the love of her life and Juan’s father. When Rodolfo found out Armando had gotten Gracelia pregnant and then run, he’d handled the situation with a tree and ants. The thought of thousands of those little fuckers tearing off his dick made him cringe. Gracelia had never forgiven Rodolfo for the betrayal, so she’d taken everything from him, including his life and business.

“Nothing,” Anthony said, not in the mood for a fight or a long discussion. In their time together he found Gracelia much smarter than her son, but just as psychotic, so he tried his best to keep her calm. “I’m still trying to get used to all this.”

“Stop worrying and enjoy the time off before we have to return to the States to make sure everything is in order.”

They’d fled New Orleans after killing Rodolfo and returned to Gracelia’s home in Cabo San Lucas. From the reports of the men they’d left behind, things were starting to calm down and the police had moved Rodolfo’s case off their priority list. The only problem Gracelia didn’t want to acknowledge was Juan’s disappearance. She’d had no communication from him in two months, and he hoped the stupid fucker hadn’t gotten himself killed in a way that’d cause him a problem. A new identity wasn’t ideal, but it was saving him from a life sentence in jail or running from Cain Casey.

“Nothing from Juan today?” he asked, risking Gracelia’s temper.

“You’ve got to start using ‘Gustavo,’” Gracelia said, as if speaking to a small child who refused to learn his lessons. “You are now Jerome and he is Gustavo.” She jerked the knobs of the shower on, as if not wanting to look at him anymore. “You act as if you don’t appreciate everything I have done to keep you safe.”

He came up behind her and pressed against her. “I’m grateful, but you have to admit Gustavo has to be found before he gets into trouble,” he said, using the name to appease her. “We’ve got a chance to build on what Rodolfo had, but we have to be smart about it.”

“Juan is my problem. Yours is to deal with the business,” she said, calmer. “He’s upset with not getting what he wants. You should understand that.”

“I know you don’t like disappointing him.” He turned her around to face him once they were in the shower. “But sometimes he can’t have everything he wants. If you can’t explain that in a way that’ll make him understand, I’ll be happy to do it for you.”

“Is it so hard to give him this woman who’s twisted his mind into a knot?” She cupped his testicles in her palm. Whenever she did, a tiny tendril of fear made him think she’d rip them off and show them to him as he writhed in pain.

“Do you want to go to war with three of the strongest families in New Orleans? Do you think we’re in that position?” This was the last conversation he was having about this. If Gracelia refused to acknowledge the truth, he was leaving and starting over with the men who had begun answering to him since they’d returned to Mexico. Gracelia had quickly become bored with the day-to-day decisions, so he’d taken over, leaving her to pretend to make the big calls. The men still feared her, but they’d grown to respect his authority.

“If you want to give him everything even when it’s not wise, you’ll go down with him. Not me, or anyone, will be able to save you.”

Gracelia grabbed him by the biceps, appearing panicky. “You can’t leave me. I’ll kill you if you try.”

“Then kill me and put me out of this miserable limbo,” he said, and shrugged her off. “If you want to cater to that idiot, do it. I’m out of here.” Her smile was smug, as if she wasn’t buying his bluff. But he wasn’t bluffing, which was freeing. The worry and despair of living the same day over and over was gone. This was it. He wasn’t interested in dying, but as he walked out of the bathroom he finally felt like he was getting somewhere.

“You’re asking me to cut Juan out,” Gracelia said as she stood on the bathroom tiles dripping wet. “I can’t do that. He wouldn’t survive.”

“That’s not what I want.” He threw his towel on the bed and shoved his legs into his jeans. “Gustavo or Juan, whatever you call him, is fixated on Emma Casey. To get her you have to get through Cain Casey. If he’s lucky enough to do that, the Jatibon and the Carlotti families will join with the Casey crew to hunt you down. I watched these people for years, so I know that for sure. Besides, Cain found Juan when he returned under the Ortega name with the help of Hector Delarosa. Do you have that much muscle at your disposal and haven’t shared it with me?”

“Why would Hector help Casey?” Gracelia asked as she put her robe on, her skin covered in goose bumps.

“I didn’t get to ask, but it might have something to do with what Cain brings to any of her business partnerships. Hector was smart to dole out the favors. He wants to establish himself, and getting Casey to back him is smart. Trying to get her wife for Juan to play with is fucking stupid, but knock yourself out since he needs you to prop him up.”

“You want me to sacrifice him. It’s not that easy.”

“No,” he yelled, tired of explaining himself. Gracelia had a talent for hearing only what she wanted. “You need to take a lesson from Rodolfo and keep him in line.”

“My son hated Rodolfo.”

“Obviously,” he said as he put his shoes on. “Especially with you whispering in his ear about the god Armando.”

“You are talking dangerous words now.” Gracelia’s voice had become low and threatening.

“Close your mind if you want, but while Rodolfo was alive he kept Juan on a short leash so he wouldn’t do anything stupid. Rodolfo knew Juan’s limitations and let him do only what he could handle.” He picked up his wallet and passport and slipped them into his back pocket. “The only person who did learn from Rodolfo, and he’s taking those lessons to heart, is Carlos Santiago, or Carlos Luis, since he took the name Rodolfo gave him. He’s being smart about how he does things, and one of his priorities is hunting you and Juan. If you were thinking of rolling over the men loyal to your late brother, forget it. They belong to Carlos now.”

“That won’t last long.”

“Good luck to you, then.”

He made it outside with Gracelia a few feet behind him. “Wait,” she said before he could walk out to the road. “I’ll find him and tell him we have other, more important things to worry about.”

“This is your last chance, you understand that, right?” He entered the house again but couldn’t look at her.

“I do, but I must understand what you want.” Gracelia gripped his biceps and forced him to face her. “Tell me honestly or you really can leave.”

“I want the chance to build a new life where I’m not the asshole always taking orders. I thought that’s what you wanted help with, but you’re more interested in babying Gustavo.” He spat the name out like a rotten piece of fruit.

“Stay, then, and we can start over together.” She walked him back to the bedroom and began to take his clothes off after she’d dropped her robe.

He wanted to believe her because he didn’t want to start over with another organization. A tremor went through him that made him think of the old saying, “someone walking over his grave,” but the box of coke on the dresser dulled any anxiety and doubt. Staying was probably suicidal, but that magical white powder took the fear of that away as well.

“Sure. Why the hell not?”

Even if this ended badly, he was taking all these bastards down with him.
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Muriel Casey drummed her thumbs on her steering wheel as she waited for the gates to Cain’s home to open. She noticed her ex-lover Shelby had already arrived, as had a new paneled van across the street. When she’d left the previous afternoon she’d noticed a large delivery vehicle with a local bread company logo painted on the side.

“Because that’s what you see parked on a street like this all the time,” she said, and laughed.

From the beginning, Cain had advised her to laugh and blow it off when it came to all this. If you let the anger build, you either got sick or had a stroke, so she’d tried to listen. Her hands and stomach tightened as she stared at Shelby’s small sedan. The government-issued SUV was either in the FBI garage or at Shelby’s house waiting for her to return to her duties.

Their breakup had been easy. She’d sent Shelby back everything that belonged to her—every gift and any correspondence between them. After that she’d insulated herself from any further contact, and eventually Shelby had taken the hint. Only now, Muriel saw her every time she had to drop by Cain’s.

They never exchanged words, and she still didn’t understand why Cain hadn’t given the order to stop her at the gate. Her cousin was smart enough to know this was another ploy for the FBI to worm their way in to where they didn’t belong. At least she thought Cain was smarter than she’d been when for a brief moment she’d considered turning her back on her family for a chance with Shelby.

Her father, Jarvis, had died thinking that she was close to that decision, and she’d have to accept the disappointment of never getting the chance to make amends. That made her chest burn from shame and had made sleep for more than a few hours at a time impossible.

“Good morning, Muriel,” said Ross Verde, Emma’s father, when she got out of her car. His shirt was stained with sweat and the knees of his pants were dirty. Cain had gladly given him a large section of the yard for a garden, and Muriel often saw him out there with Hayden and Hannah pulling weeds and checking the multitude of fruits and vegetables they were growing.

“Be careful in this humidity, Ross. Pretty soon you’ll figure out the only thing to miss about Wisconsin is the weather.”

“Cain offered to air-condition the yard for me, but considering the mild winters here I don’t mind the heat. Getting out here keeps me sane.” He wiped his forehead after storing his tools in the small shed Cain had erected for him. “I’m not one to sit around all day doing nothing.”

“You’re part owner of a successful casino now, so maybe you should learn to gamble,” she said with a laugh. “I’m glad you decided to stay.” She put her hand on his shoulder for the walk to the house via the kitchen. “Emma is happier for it, and it’s good to see Cain with in-laws.”

“I don’t know about gambling, but I’m enjoying my retirement for sure. I dreamed from Emma’s childhood of what her future would be, and now that my prayers were answered, I’m having a great time being grandpa.” He left the basket with peppers and tomatoes on the counter before joining her at the kitchen table. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, her now-standard answer to that question.

“Cain’s my family now,” Ross said, covering her hand with his. “That means I consider you the same. It’s okay to admit that you miss your father. We didn’t have much time together, but I think of him often. I’ll be forever grateful to him for helping Emma make her way back here.”

“I do miss him,” she said, and had to swallow as a way to try to tamp down her emotions. “There was so much left unsaid between us, and that’s how it’ll stay.”

“You don’t have children yet, so let me explain a father’s perspective.” Ross seldom raised his voice, and she nodded, sensing her heart rate slow at the soothing tone with the slight Midwestern accent. “When you have a child, everyone says you pour your hopes and dreams into them from the moment you first hold them.”

“You don’t believe that?”

Ross nodded and closed his eyes momentarily. “I did as well, but along with all that sometimes you also give your child your fears, weaknesses, and insecurities. It’s easy to do, especially when, like Jarvis and me, you have only one. For so long I let my wife beat Emma down as a way to try to get some sort of vengeance for what she felt deprived of. It was easier to not fight in an effort to keep some unrealistic peace.” His eyes became glassy and his expression was one of regret.

“But you got to make it up to her,” she said.

“And you think I’m lucky because I did and you’re damned because you didn’t?”

“Death isn’t something you can undo.”

“No, but Jarvis and I shared something very special. Even if I’d never had the opportunity of coming here to enjoy my family, I knew how wonderful my daughter grew up to be. Despite my failings she’s happy and strong, and that’s what your father thought about you.”

“Thanks for saying so, Ross, but I knew my father. What I did was a betrayal not often forgiven in my family.”

“Why are you here, then? Do you come every day to simply say hello to your cousin?”

She laughed at his persistence. “No. I still work for Cain and my family.”

“No parent will ever fault you for following your heart, even if it doesn’t work out. We bleed with you when it doesn’t end how you hope, but it’s no reason to shun your child. Not unless you’re a fool, and Jarvis wasn’t a fool.” He released her hand so one of the staff could put the coffee mugs down. “If you’re here with a full briefcase every morning, that means Cain trusts you, and your supposed betrayal wasn’t as bad as what’s rolling around in your head.”

“How about in my heart?” She took a sip of her coffee, but this, like most things, didn’t taste right. Her time with Shelby seemed to have dulled all the things she liked—even something as insignificant as a cup of her favorite brew.

“You have to either decide to believe my daughter and what she told you his last words were, or not. Emma wouldn’t have lied about how much he loved you or how proud he was of you.”

“Thanks, Ross, I’m trying my best, but it’s hard on me knowing that was on his mind at the end.”

“You could waste a lot of time worrying about that, which to me means your relationship with Jarvis boiled down to the very last days of his life. What came before was of no consequence at all,” Ross said, then lifted his mug to his lips. “If that’s the road you’re on, you might miss out on a whole lot, like someone to love who’ll love you and heal all those sore spots.”

“You’re not talking about Shelby, are you?”

“I’m sure he’s not,” Emma said when she walked in and headed for the refrigerator for some juice after kissing the top of both their heads. “You need to forgive yourself so your dad knows I did a good job of getting his message across. He’s probably up there cursing me.”

“You did great. It’s just me questioning myself.” She stood to pull Emma’s chair for her. “She’s waiting again?”

“Yes, and Cain’s left her in there again.”

“This is getting ridiculous.” She thought of the hours of tape Cain had been able to get by bugging her house after she began to suspect Shelby’s motives. All those nights Shelby had whispered how much she loved her, and how she’d held her hand during her father’s funeral, had been part of an undercover operation. Now was the only time she regretted not having pulled the trigger to end someone’s life. She’d come close, though, to begging Cain to order Shelby eliminated.

“You’re angry, but try to think about what she’s going through,” Emma said.

“Have you forgotten what happened when that bitch’s coworkers thought Cain was to blame?”

Emma swallowed so hard Muriel thought she’d spit the juice right back up. “The seizures are gone, but no one can promise they’re gone for good, so no—I haven’t forgotten,” Emma said coldly.

When Shelby’s parents had been brutally killed in California, Shelby had been the first to lay the blame at Cain’s door. The agents she worked with weren’t far behind. They’d cornered Cain on the way to work and used unnecessary force to take her down. The results had been a severe concussion, seizures that left her disoriented and sick, and a three-week hospital stay. Muriel’s behavior had been so in question that Emma had kept her out of Cain’s room for hours, but hell, she didn’t blame her for the harsh treatment.

Had it been her lying in that hospital room she’d probably have cut Cain out of her life permanently, but Cain had welcomed her home. She’d been forgiven for her lapse in judgment and her neglect of her family. Cain had taken her word that she wanted back in and her promise to never put someone like Shelby above her blood.

“If you want, I can tell her to get the hell out of here,” she offered Emma.

“I know you would, but she’s here for Cain, so Cain will deal with it.”

“Shelby’s probably taking advantage of what happened as another way in. She’s got no honor.”

“Muriel,” Emma said with a sad smile. “You have more reason than any of us to hate her, but I truly think her grief is real.”

“Cain’s not falling for this act, is she?”

“What act?” Cain asked, and surprised all three of them.

“Your lady-in-waiting with the crocodile tears,” she said.

“It’s like I always tell you, cousin, patience. There’s a time for everything, and Shelby’s turn is coming up.”


  Chapter Two


     
  

Remi Jatibon stood off to the side of the camera crew as they set up their shots behind the St. Louis Cathedral in the French Quarter. Production of the sequel to the film Lady Killers had started the week before, and this was as close as she’d gotten to her partner, Dallas Montgomery, in all that time.

She missed Dallas in the morning, but seeing her focused on something other than the ordeal with her bastard father was a relief. In her position as the next in line to take over for her father, Ramon, Remi had always been the aggressor in any situation. No one could win everything, but weakness wasn’t something she was truly familiar with.

For Dallas, though, it had been a constant companion from the moment Johnny Moores killed their mother. Remi hated referring to Johnny as the father of Dallas and her sister, Kristen, but that was the sad, unfair truth. Once he’d beaten Sarah Moores to death, Dallas’s childhood had come to an end. That fateful night Johnny had committed murder, then crawled into his daughter’s bed. It took time for Katie Lynn Moores to work up the courage to run, but she had, and morphed into Dallas Montgomery, successful actress.

“For an action movie, this is slower than paste,” Kristen said when she arrived and looped her arm through Remi’s.

The one happy casualty of Johnny’s actions had been Dallas’s place in the French Quarter when she and Kristen had moved in with Remi. The three of them were even discussing something more permanent than her condo, like a house. The condo was big enough, but Dallas always joked about the bachelor pad as just that, a shrine to Remi’s unencumbered life. A new house would allow the sisters to put their mark on it and make it something they’d never had together—a safe and happy home. Until then she was getting to know Kristen and helping her finish her studies in finance.

“Welcome to the glamorous life of movie-making,” she said, and kissed Kristen’s temple. “Once you live through the process you’ll think international banking is a hotbed of excitement when you compare both careers.”

“Dallas has better perks, though,” Kristen said, and waved to her sister when she emerged from her trailer with her costar.

“What, long hours with catering?”

“No, good-looking studio head and catering,” Kristen said, and laughed. Since her arrival, Kristen hadn’t dated or shown interest in anyone, but she had confided in Remi and Dallas one night at dinner. Kristen didn’t consider herself a lesbian, but couldn’t really imagine herself in a relationship with a man either. When she’d advised patience on that subject, Kristen’s response had been firm in the negative. She’d told Remi it’d be hard to convince her otherwise after Johnny had locked them in a box for almost twenty-four hours as he drove them “home” to get “reacquainted.”

“I don’t know any of those, but we’ve dealt with some cute bankers through the years that I could introduce you to.”

“Thanks, but I’m happy for now watching my sister enjoy being happy and in love. Being alone that way doesn’t bother me.”

“This is a nice surprise,” Dallas said before Remi could respond. It was humorous to Remi that she was becoming one of those people who wanted what she had with Dallas to be contagious.

“I’m not surprising you. I’m here to oversee my investment,” she said, and tried to sound gruff.

“All business, huh?” Dallas held her hand as if not daring to risk her makeup with a kiss.

“You having fun yet?” Remi kissed Dallas’s palm.

“I’ll probably have more fun tomorrow, since we’re having the normal first-day catastrophes. We usually have problems, but today it seems like nothing’s going right. Hopefully in a day or so everyone will be in the groove.”

“It could be worse, sis.” Kristen took Dallas’s other hand. “You could be slinging hash somewhere wearing an attractive hairnet.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, and we’ll be at this until late, so you two should make plans for dinner that don’t include me.” The director started yelling, so their time was up. “Love you,” she said to Remi, “and you too,” to Kristen.

“Have fun, and if anyone gives you a hard time, tell them you know people.”

Dallas laughed before taking her place next to the car they’d be using throughout filming. Remi and Kristen stayed for another half hour before Remi gave Kristen a ride to the Tulane campus.

“Can I treat you to dinner tonight?” Kristen asked when they pulled over.

“No, but I’ll be happy to treat you if you don’t mind that we’ll have company. Name the place and time.”

Kristen gave Remi the information and accepted a kiss on the cheek before she got out. Instinct told Remi to put someone with Kristen, but she wanted her to enjoy this time where a good time and fun were her only responsibilities.

“Is that going to be a problem?” Simon Jimenez asked as she rejoined the slow traffic on St. Charles Avenue. Simon was her personal guard as well as friend. She and her partner Juno had escaped Fidel Castro’s regime with her parents years before.

“It’s a crush that’ll be crushed the moment she finds one of these college boys interesting.” Remi read over the information her twin brother Mano had sent the night before. Their purchase of the casino in Mississippi and the studio in partnership with Cain was starting to increase their legitimate incomes significantly. Both businesses were perfect for laundering the money that was hard to explain to the IRS.

“The last few months have been hard enough, so what happens if this is more than that? Are you willing to gamble with what Dallas has brought into your life if something small turns into a huge misunderstanding?”

“We’re nowhere close to that happening, but I’ll talk to Dallas before we get there.” She put the paperwork aside and looked out the window on the way to the office. “Anything else since this morning?”

“Muriel and Katlin confirmed for tonight, and Cain said she’ll be at your father’s in the morning for breakfast and conversation. That’ll give you time to get through the list Juno made for you.” Simon and Juno not only lived one floor down from the penthouse, but they both had worked for first Remi’s father and now her.

“Is Papi or Mano going to the meeting today?”

“Both of them are going. Ramon trusts your brother the same as you, but this is all new to him, so he figured another set of ears couldn’t hurt.”

When Cain offered them a piece of her new venture as a sign of good faith to their fairly new alliance, Remi had agreed on the spot. While her father wasn’t exactly upset with her decision, he’d gently reminded her where they’d made their money in the past. There was plenty of illegal liquor in their Pescador Clubs, but it was for customer relations, not money. Their money came from the gambling tables, not booze, and when you took huge risks with unknown things it could be disastrous.

“What’s your opinion about all this?” she asked Simon.

Simon glanced at her momentarily in the rearview mirror. “When I was growing up in Cuba, this group terrorized my friends every day on the playground. They were cruel and didn’t care who they hurt, and since they were always together, they had all the power.” Simon had met her father when they were children.

“Papi put up with that? I’ve got a hard time seeing him as a bully.”

“Ramon is a man much like his father, both in character and in choice of profession.” Simon parked in their usual spot and turned in the seat so they faced each other. “He was no bully, and after suffering the humiliation of a fat lip and bloody nose, he learned a valuable lesson.”

Remi was riveted, never having heard this story, which was strange considering her father’s love of nostalgia. “Did he hire a hit team?” she joked.

“He formed an alliance with every kid who was tired of getting kicked in the teeth every day. Strength comes from our fists sometimes, but in most situations it comes from the people who stand with you and how many there are.”

“So my faith in Cain is good?”

“Cain will always hold more power than you, Remi. Her operations are larger and better insulated from both vultures and the police, and because of the time her family’s been in the city, she has more friends who are loyal to her.”

Simon’s expression was, as usual, controlled, not giving away anything in her head or heart. “So you disagree with me?”

“When you were shot I almost lost my sanity, and I believe Mano did as well. Had that killer succeeded, your parents would’ve never survived.” The words put a crack in the façade, and Simon’s voice trembled with emotion. Remi didn’t really remember the impact, but her first meeting with her brother, her parents, and Dallas still made icy fingers spread from the spot on her chest where the vest stopped the bullet. Never had she seen her parents so broken by what she saw—fear.

“We’ve never really talked about that day.”

“All I want to remember of that nightmare is the person responsible for keeping you and our family safe. Cain’s planning and forethought kept you alive, and she proved herself to me as a true friend who’ll not only stand with you, but who can be trusted.” Simon took a deep breath as if trying to center herself again. “Your decision to join her on this is a good thing. I don’t like going against your father, not that he opposes the plan, but it’ll help you build your future. On the playground we navigate, it’s good to be on the side you can not only count on but that has the biggest number.”

“Thanks, Simon,” she said as she squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “What about Cain’s enemies?”

“A true partnership is one where you accept not only the rewards, but the problems. I like Cain because her need for vengeance doesn’t cloud her mind, so she doesn’t become sloppy. I saw the same quality in a boy I met long ago, and that control worked well for him in all things. It’s a trait he passed along to you and Mano.”

Remi laughed at Simon’s explanation and decided to let go of any concern she’d had about this venture. Cain would always be more powerful than her, but she did trust her not only in business but to stand with them in any circumstance. And after all the help she’d given to free Dallas from her past, she was forever in Cain’s debt.

“Let’s hope this goes as well as the rest of my life is.” As soon as the words left her mouth she felt like she was tempting fate, but she was too happy to care. “Because that’s as good as I could’ve imagined it being.”
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Juan watched from the backseat of his rental as Remi Jatibon walked into her office building. He grimaced again, his jaw like a beehive where the doctor had placed the implants that’d completely changed his facial structure. It was like an itch he’d have to rip his skin off to get to.

“Gustavo, you want to wait until she comes out?” Enrique “Chico” Chavez asked as he tapped his palm against his knee, a nervous habit that was whipping Juan’s anger into a froth. Chico and the three others who’d traveled with him were his mother’s idea, and he hadn’t been able to dissuade her.

“If you’ve got something better to do, get lost.” Even though he knew it wouldn’t do any good, he scratched hard from his ear to his chin, following his jawline. His true identity and the resemblance to his late father were two more things Cain Casey had stolen from him. “Tell me when she leaves,” he said, and closed his eyes to wait for the small taste of coke to work away his discomfort.

Along with Cain he cursed Special Agent Anthony Curtis every day. The bastard was bedding his mother and gaining more leverage with her, but he’d been right. To get what he wanted he’d need to have a solid plan and practice patience. He’d do both, since his smash-and-grab approach hadn’t gotten him anything but a lecture from both his mother and Anthony.

“Jerome,” he mumbled, trying to get used to the new name. Even now when his men said “Gustavo” he at times didn’t respond.

“I thought you wanted Cain Casey?” Chico asked, as if trying to make small talk.

“What the fuck do you care what I want? Your job is to do whatever I tell you.” The temperature was starting to climb, and the sweat running down his back was making his clothes stylish straitjackets.

“Did I do something to piss you off?” Chico asked. They were the same age, but Chico was tall and handsome, with a personality that made him popular with his other men.

“I don’t need a babysitter and a confessor.”

“I volunteered to come and help you, we all did.”

That was hard to believe. From the day he’d started working for his uncle Rodolfo until now, Juan was smart enough to know it was his name that garnered respect—not him. Had he been born to parents as poor as his father had been, he’d have been killed long ago, or left to die.

“You don’t have to lie or talk in an effort to get close to me,” he said as he opened his eyes. “Once I get what I want, you’ll be free to run back to Gracelia for your reward.”

“Don’t you want to know why I volunteered?”

The heat, the itch, and this asshole were making him miserable. “If I ask, will you shut the fuck up?”

“Señora Luis is a smart woman, and I support her taking control of what Señor Rodolfo had, but the future always lies in the next generation. I volunteered to work with you because the power will fall to you next. This she’s made clear.” Chico seemed sincere, and had it been Rodolfo he was talking to, Juan knew he’d be dead. Pledging loyalty to anyone other than the boss was suicide. “How we got here isn’t my concern.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“How Rodolfo died and who killed him aren’t important to me,” Chico said as he pushed the lapel of his jacket back to expose the holstered pistol. “I served him, and now I want to serve you.”

“Your pledge doesn’t sound sincere if you don’t give a shit about who killed your boss. If the same happens to me, will you try to cut a deal with whoever pulls the trigger?”

“Would you like me to avenge him?” Chico asked, almost as a taunt.

The pistol was still in his line of sight and he knew better than to try to bluff a man like this. He’d kill him and lay the blame on whoever suited him to gain favor with whoever would benefit from his death.

“We’re here because the way to what I want starts here,” he said, and pointed to the building. “Rodolfo taught me the way to knock something out of your way is to start with the foundation, not the roof. Gracelia tried that and failed, but she started too low to make an impact.”

“This woman will do that? Make an impact, I mean.”

He thought of Remi and Cain’s partnership. “Yes, and even if I fail it’ll break apart the strength of an alliance Casey depends on. Once I peel away the layers I’ll finally not only take Casey out, but I’ll get my reward.”

“Her business?”

“No, her woman. With Casey out of my way, I’m going to fuck Emma Casey to death, and I’ll enjoy every moment of it.”


     
  

*


     
  

The drab interior of the conference room in the FBI offices in downtown New Orleans was quiet as the people of acting team leader Special Agent Joe Simmons waited for Special Agent in Charge Annabel Hicks. Their surveillance of Casey and her businesses had been assigned to another team for the day because of this review.

“Let’s get started,” Annabel said as she sat with her assistant right behind her.

“Certainly, ma’am,” Joe said, determined to keep his answers brief so Annabel would set the parameters of the meeting. His years in the field had taught him to never give any tactical ground if he didn’t have to.

“Well?” Annabel snapped the word at him like a lash from a whip.

“What can we do for you, ma’am?” Claire Lansing asked.

“Let’s start with where Shelby Philips is and continue from there.”

“You put her undercover with Muriel Casey, and their relationship fooled even us,” Joe said, not caring if his sarcasm got him written up. “You were her only contact, which is ludicrous considering who she was after. What was her out if things had gone south?”

“Watch yourself, Mr. Simmons,” Annabel said icily. “Shelby is a capable agent, and her time with Muriel Casey did uncover some useful insights and leads on how Cain Casey does business.”

“Ma’am, no disrespect, but we’ve been sitting on that warehouse for weeks and nothing,” said Lionel Jones, the team’s computer expert. “The closest we’ve come to any type of alcohol is the winos sleeping off their buzz in the parking lot surrounding the building. Could this be another Casey herring since she knows what Shelby was up to?”

“If you’d like me to find you all something more exciting to do, I’ll be happy to oblige,” Annabel said.

“Then to answer your question, ma’am,” Joe said, in an effort to cool everyone down, “Shelby’s somewhere inside Cain’s house, just like she’s been from the day you forced leave on her. Since we’ve been listening to ‘It’s a Small World’ on a loop for most of that time, I have no report as to why she’s there.”

“Find out, then,” Annabel screamed, uncharacteristically. “Can everyone wait outside, please?” she said after she pulled the front of her jacket down and took a deep breath.

“We’ve followed every lead from what you gave us, and we still don’t have anything,” Joe said. “Shelby has lost any inroads she made with the Caseys because of her initial reaction to her parents’ deaths, and I’m sure she thinks we’ve turned our backs on her as well.” He’d been a good agent for years because he followed the rules, but it frustrated the hell out of him when superiors at times turned that around on good people. Shelby had done everything Annabel had asked of her, and her reward now was banishment for as long as Annabel deemed appropriate.

“By next week this entire office will be under investigation for the actions of agents like Barney Kyle and Anthony Curtis.” Annabel sounded flat, as if she was waiting for the firing squad to arrive.

“Who’s Washington sending down?”

“Ronald Chapman.”

Annabel said the name like a curse, since Chapman had complained all the way to the director when she’d been given the New Orleans office. Ronald had been raised in the lower Ninth Ward and had dreams of returning to his hometown riding the white horse of justice. Anyone who knew him, and Joe did, realized he had his sights on the governor’s office eventually. He needed the exposure of cleaning up New Orleans to get himself elected.

“How would you like me to handle this?” he asked. Mentally he started drawing up an aggressive surveillance schedule that’d keep him out of the office as much as he could get away with. He had no desire to get stuck in the coming power struggle.

“I need you to get to Shelby,” Annabel said, not making eye contact, “unofficially.”

“For?” he asked warily as he pressed his fist into the table. Shelby was his friend, and as such he wasn’t going to like where Annabel was taking this.

“I know you’re loyal to her, enough so that you shut your eyes the day Cain Casey was brought in and left here on a stretcher. You, like everyone else, including me, thought Casey had slaughtered her family.” She finally looked up with her mouth in a tight line, as if she were in pain. “It was my fault for letting it go so far, letting Brent take out his frustrations on her like that.”

Special Agent Brent Cehan was still on desk duty and under protective order because of his actions toward Cain the day she’d been brought in for questioning. Joe had turned his head when Brent pounded Cain while she was cuffed and defenseless, and he’d gotten a perverse sense of satisfaction from her suffering. It was in that moment that he totally understood why Barney Kyle and Anthony had taken the easy low road. Even if Cain hadn’t killed Shelby’s parents, she was guilty of so many things, including murder, that he still couldn’t muster up too much regret.

“In the end, though, ma’am, Brent might be the answer to taking Casey down permanently when she tries to get back at him for what he did.”

“As much as I’d like to bring Casey down, Joe, this isn’t frontier justice. Under my watch Brent beat a suspect and took her in under a false charge of resisting arrest, and another agent has gone rogue.” Her list was probably much shorter than Ronald Chapman’s, and he’d use every misstep as a way to strip away not only her place here, but her job as well. Annabel, after all, had been brought in to fix the fiasco her predecessor Barney had made by taking a job with the Bracato crime family. “If Shelby is able to convince Cain to help her get the revenge she wants, Chapman will bring us all down, and you know that’s why she’s at Cain’s. Shelby’s your friend, but are her motives worth losing your pension over?”

“I’ll talk to her, but are you going to let her come back? She needs structure right now, not to be set adrift.”

“She still has to pass the psych evaluation, but yes, I want her back.” Annabel started to put her papers away but glanced up at him again. “My apologies for not cutting you in on what Shelby was doing. If it hadn’t been for her parents, I believe we’d have the bones for a solid case against Cain by now. She was the one who insisted on the limited knowledge of what she was doing, and not because she didn’t trust you.”

“Why, then?”

“Muriel, like Cain, is smart. If you’d known the relationship was a scam, Muriel would’ve
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