
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    He’d never asked to be a figurehead for his clan. 
 
      
 
    The near celebrity attention sparked intrinsic fear in Max Savoie, demanding a retreat to the anonymous shadows of his earlier years, where at Jimmy Legere’s back, nothing had been expected of him except obedience and unquestioning action. His opinions, his beliefs, his choices never entered the equation. A simple, linear existence well-suited to a sheltered upbringing beneath the constant whisper of unknown threat. Then Charlotte Caissie blew into his life like a Category Five. She’d uprooted his security, ripped away his self-protections to demand he choose between impossible opposites. Darkness alone or limelight together. 
 
    No real choice in the end. One he’d never regret making, anyway. 
 
    He might not always agree with her path, but Max honored her right to boldly walk it, just as she’d cautiously embraced the knowledge of who and what he was. If they could overcome those obstacles . . . 
 
    A child was hardly an obstacle and a clan war no small threat. To handle either, let alone both, they needed a united front, a single purpose. Considering all they’d survived together—the sacrifices, the triumphs—why hadn’t they found that common ground? 
 
    He breathed her in, seeking the comfort of her scent to ease his worries as she sat silently beside him. It usually worked. Not this time. 
 
    Her badge a shield to hide behind, it wasn’t the job, though she might pretend it was. Her work distracted from something deeper, something that scared her more than their varied commitments and causes. A faceless, nameless enemy was impossible to defeat. 
 
    The deeper question, the one that scared him to the marrow was why she didn’t trust him with the truth? 
 
      
 
    Welcome to the “By Moonlight” world! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 COPYRIGHT 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2020 by Nancy Gideon. 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact Nancy Gideon at NancyGideon.com  
 
      
 
    Cover Design by Patricia Lazarus  
 
    Interior Design by Florence Price  
 
      
 
    ASIN: B08DKGQV9G 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
 
    It’s been a loooong, wonderful twelve years since Max and Charlotte first teased with their complex and addictive storyline. Three books became four, then six, and finally, fifteen! HUGE thanks to all who’ve been on this wild ride with me, some from conception and those who’ve jumped onboard along the way: 
 
      
 
    My P.o.t.L Critique group who shared the highs and lows and in-betweens, 
 
    Micki Nuding, the editor who heard my pitch at a cocktail party and said, “Send it!” 
 
    My “Nancy Gideon By Moonlight Goodreads Group” for their support and excitement, 
 
    Patricia Lazarus of Lazarus Art, for her stunning covers, 
 
    Florence Price, my brilliant Virtual Assistant, for putting it together and keeping it out there, 
 
    Sandra Hoover, Alexa Nussio and Elizabeth Hinds for their spot-on Beta reads, 
 
    My cats and family who (im)patiently waited to be fed while I finished a chapter, 
 
    Friends and bloggers who encouraged me and got the word out there, 
 
    Retirement that allows me to sleep in later, 
 
    and, 
 
    The Readers, who make it all worthwhile! 
 
      
 
    Thank you for sharing this dream with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Title - Rise by Moonlight.png] 
 
      
 
    [image: Title - By Nancy Gideon.png] 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Table of Content 
 
      
 
    COPYRIGHT 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    BOOKS BY NANCY GIDEON 
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
    Max hadn’t visited that dark portion of his past for a very long time. Why now? Because of the life his mate carried? Or were the dangerous shadows of unfinished business reaching out from a swampy grave, a reminder of things he’d rather forget? 
 
    A rocking chair’s familiar creak. He tensed and twisted anxiously in the throes of his dream. Icy fingers of caution and loss clutched his chest as eyes darted behind closed lids. Unable to deny his desire to look again upon the worn elegance of his mother’s features, he faced his dread the way he’d addressed his life, with a cautious, reluctant need to know the truth . . . of who and what he was. 
 
    Shadows, like those long-ago secrets, hung thick, revealing little of the dark head bent over the child Marie Savorie held in arms both protective and comforting. Max wished she’d look up to feed time-starved memories, craving the gentle curve of her smile and loving warmth in her gaze. He settled for the steadying croon of a voice from the past. 
 
    “What is it, Max? Another bad dream? They can’t harm you.” 
 
    As much as he loved her, then and now, he’d never quite believed that assurance. Bad things existed beyond the rusty gate imprisoning his youthful curiosity within their overgrown yard for the first five years of his life. He knew because he was one of them, a child of the unnatural world. All he’d wanted was to find his place within it. But his mother had hidden that knowledge from him, just as she’d kept the outside away for as long as she could. 
 
    “Mama, what’s wrong with me?” that small voice sobbed. 
 
    The rocker continued to complain as she stroked the child’s black hair. Her tender gesture failed to calm either boy or the man he’d become. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with you, Max. You’re perfect. They just don’t understand, so they fear you. That’s why you must be careful to never let them see the truth.” 
 
    “What truth?” he’d pleaded. “Mama, tell me!” 
 
    Low and soft, Max repeated from where he watched, decades away, “Mama, tell me.” 
 
    She brushed a kiss across the top of the child’s flushed brow then slowly straightened, turning toward Max Savoie, a surreal voyeur from the future she’d never see. Her gaze swam with tears like liquid silver before flaring bright, then hot. 
 
    Then red. 
 
    “Max,” she crooned, “you’re just like me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    New Orleans’s City Park huddled in late night shadows. A kaleidoscope of shifting patterns swept paver stones best traveled in daylight as wind disturbed the heavy web of moss swaddling ancient oaks like tattered shawls. The squeak of unoiled wheels punctuated the quiet as a lone figure pushed her wobbly cart of meager worldly goods along the poorly lit path. Shoulders hunched against the night’s damp chill. The cheap cloth of a coat unable to close over a belly swollen almost to term provided scant protection. Weariness dulled her awareness of the world around her. Of the threat coming up swiftly from behind. 
 
    An arm snaked about her neck, jerking her off balance. Contents spilled from the cart. Apples and oranges bounced and rolled into the bushes as a quick pop of knuckles to cheekbone stilled her fight. 
 
    “Careful now,” a low voice rumbled against her ear as useless struggles ended. “Wouldn’t want no harm to come to that bundle you be toting.” 
 
    “Please! Don’t hurt my baby!” 
 
    The fragile sound of her fear emboldened him to mock, “Don’t you go worrying none. That kid be worth more to my buyers than any future the likes a you’d give it.” 
 
    With a weak attempt to twist free, she cried, “W-what does that mean?” 
 
    “Just come along quietlike and don’t make me damage the goods. We gots somebody awaitin’, no questions asked, and I could use the payday.” 
 
    “Did you get that?”  
 
    Her voice had changed, suddenly low and crisp, and no longer speaking to him. Confusion wiped the smug smile from his face. In that instant of uncertainty, the female he restrained became anything but a victim, flinging her head back to bash his mouth and nose. Taking advantage of his tear-blind surprise, she twisted free, wrenching his arm up behind him and placing a kick to the back of one of his knees to drop him down upon them. 
 
    “Is that any way to treat a lady?” she snarled, snapping cuffs on her momentarily stunned assailant.  
 
    “Ceece? Everything okay?” 
 
    With a hand to the small of her back, Detective Charlotte Caissie turned to Alain Babineau as he jogged up, the earpiece he’d used to keep tabs on her bouncing upon the wide shoulder of his varsity jacket. She grimaced for his benefit. “These hormones are killing me. No man in his right mind messes with an expectant mama unless he wants her wearing his balls as earrings.”  
 
    “Ouch!” Her All-American handsome partner winced in universal male empathy. “Thanks for the head’s up.” He took over the handling of the low-level hood while she unstrapped the additional padding that had increased the illusion of vulnerability, but also protected her own slightly-rounded middle.  
 
    Glare darting between them, the thug recovered enough to threaten, “I know the drill. This is entrapment. You ain’t getting no charge to stick. My lawyer’ll have your nuts!”  
 
    Babineau smirked down at him. “We’re not after you, Leo. You’re a small fry. You got yourself two choices I can see. One, we let it slip that you’re cooperating with our investigation, a real blabbermouth, naming all kinds of names. You wouldn’t last a day back on the street.” 
 
    The punk’s bravado crumpled. Finally, he asked, “And two?” 
 
    “You cooperate. Point us up the food chain, and we protect your dumb ass. You’re just an appetizer. We’re after the main course.” 
 
    The partners waited while frantic wheels spun in the muck of Leo’s fear and greed. Greed won out. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Detectives Caissie and Babineau exchanged glances. She took the lead with a brusque, “Depends on whatchu got to trade, and what we think it’s worth.” 
 
    “My contact. Names, dates, places,” he offered with cunning desperation. 
 
    “You’ll wear a wire?” 
 
    He hedged at that. “I’d be dead man walkin’!” 
 
    “Not if you’re smart. You look to be a smart boy.” 
 
    He studied her like the beady-eyed rat they wanted him to become as she pulled off the scarf shadowing strongly cut, make-up free features. Taking in the aggressive bristle of black hair, multiracial skin tone, and hard dark eyes, he frowned as thoughts leapt beyond his precarious situation. “I seen you before,” he mused, head tipping slightly. “Not on the streets. Not without your face paint.” Realization struck like a slug from her Sig. “On the news. With Max Savoie.” 
 
    Babineau arched a brow in her direction. “You are a photogenic pair, Detective.” He smiled slightly at the rapidly paling criminal and jumped to take advantage of his alarm. “And just how you think Max Savoie’ll take to hearin’ you made rough with his wife? His pregnant wife. Were I you, I’d stop worrying about your bosses and consider what he’ll do.” 
 
    Fear of the NOPD came nowhere close to the threat of New Orleans’ notorious Mob henchman. Savoie’s name was whispered with the same awed terror as the Boogeyman. He’d been the cold, soul-devouring darkness at the back of Jimmy Legere’s empire, the whisper of ill-fated doom answering to his call alone, until a tough as nails detective had claimed his heart and his allegiance . . . according to reporter Karen Crawford and the news. Savoie now controlled Legere’s legacy, turning it from crime into a powerful business, allowing him to walk, bold as you please, into society soirees with the same unruffled chill he’d once maintained while wading in blood and retribution. 
 
    Max Savoie was someone no one with a brain or a prayer for a future messed with. 
 
    Voice shaky, Leo Pomerelli insisted, “Take me in . . . then we’ll talk.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    He felt her presence even before gates opened onto the long drive leading to their gracefully crumbling plantation house. Her essence teased up his nose, stirring awareness like a smooth stone dropping into a deep pond. Ripples of warmth and desire spread outward in eager little shivers. 
 
    She was home, and everything calmed in his complicated world. 
 
    He waited, still as the heavy antique furnishings, a large indistinguishable shape teased out by flames from the low parlor fire as the front door opened. Shoulders relaxed at the brisk staccato of low heels on marble tile. Her silhouette hurried by. The tap of footsteps paused, backtracking until she framed the doorway the way she did his life, with her strength, proud stature, and shrewd intuition. Her smile flashed in welcome. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    His reply rumbled, a rough caress. “Welcome home, sha. How was your day?” Those simple domestic comments steeped in intimacy relaxed the taut line of her stance.  
 
    “Same ole, same ole.” She entered the room with her long, confident stride, crossing to him as an end rather than a means to the rest of the day. Fingertips brushed over the bristle of evening stumble on his cheek on their way to cup the back of his dark head, drawing him down for a slow, reassuring exchange as vital to both their lives as oxygen. Finally rocking back, Cee Cee rubbed the hint of her lip stain off the slight curve of his mouth, adding, “Got a break in the case tonight.” 
 
    His fond gaze narrowed into glittery emerald slits as his thumb sketched along a small bruise beginning to bloom on the side of her face. “At no little cost, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “To us, no,” she assured him, catching his hand for a tender squeeze. “To his employers, plenty. It’s the break we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to know what it involves?”  
 
    Treading carefully where their work was concerned was their unspoken rule. Straying into areas of conflicting interest had a bad habit of creating strained, or worse, estranged bedfellows. But his mate’s hesitation set all Max’s warning bells clamoring like the Cathedral’s call to Sunday service, urging him across that line. 
 
    “Detective?” 
 
    Cee Cee shrugged off his smooth prompt, gaze dropping to the vee of his white shirt as if fascinated by the sprigs of dark hair revealed by those open top buttons. “Just the job, Savoie. Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Cher, your definition of ordinary encompasses a wealth of things that make my blood run cold.” 
 
    A husky laugh. Dark eyes flashed up to flirt with his. “Max, you’re the most hot-blooded man I know. Nothing scares you.” 
 
    “Except,” he drawled out low and lethal, “the thought of you in danger. Especially now.” 
 
    “We are not having this conversation.” 
 
    Her curt response frosted the air between them. As gradual as a glacial advance, his expression settled into unreadable lines, covering emotions he feared he could not control. “And just when do you think it would be appropriate to discuss the risks you take with the safety of my wife and child?” 
 
    A taut impasse ensued, testing fierce convictions and even stronger wills. Neither broke nor eased down until Cee Cee bit out, “Do you want to know what I think of your macho male posturing?” 
 
    “Please.” A tic jumped in his cheek. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    Chin hoisting to a prideful angle, her gun-sight stare targeted his. “I think,” she growled, “it makes me hot as hell.” 
 
    Max blinked.  
 
    Before he could move, strong fingers curled in the lapels of his jacket. A twist of her athletic body and the hard thrust of her hip upset their already precarious balance, dropping him onto his back atop the parlor sofa, her long, muscled frame astride him. Her mouth took his, bruising, hungry. Urgent fingers started down the buttons of his shirt until the sound of a raspy throat clearing from the hall froze them in place. 
 
    “As a courtesy to visitors, a closed door would be appreciated when that guest hasn’t seen his own mate for weeks.” 
 
    Cee Cee sat back, turning to scowl at their company. The displaced shapeshifter king who’d just lost his home and nearly his life, met her killing glare with a wry smirk as she grumbled, “Lucky you’re still on the mend. If you weren’t so delicate, this discussion would have a whole different tone.” 
 
    “At last. A reason to be thankful for being tossed off a cliff while my whole world was burning.”  
 
    Cee Cee caught back the apology forming on her lips. Sympathy wasn’t wanted or needed. Instead, she suggested, “Phone sex. Highly recommended in such situations. Preferably from the privacy of that very nice room you’re occupying upstairs.” 
 
    Cale Terriot’s wide grin cracked all the harsh angles of a face roughly hewn by pain and responsibility. His amusement rumbled. “Thanks for the advice. Think I’ll go make a call. ‘Scuse the interruption.” He waved a hand. “Carry on.” 
 
    Once the sound of halting footsteps on the stairs faded, Cee Cee turned back to the matter at hand . . . only to find it discouragingly deflated. An impassive stare suggested her attempt to derail their conversation was now back on track to nowhere she wanted to go. Max’s cool remark confirmed it. 
 
    “Shall we go up as well, Detective, so I can check for further bruising of the marital property?” 
 
    “Only if it’s for pleasure instead of business purposes.” 
 
    His failure to smile sank hopes of an enjoyable postponement of that conversation she’d been trying to avoid.  
 
    – – – 
 
    A closed bathroom door while his mate showered twisted Max’s fears tighter. Was she hiding evidence of worse damage or just from him in general? Neither was acceptable. He shrugged out of his jacket, movements rote as he brushed undetectable wrinkles from the exquisite fabric before hanging it in the massive closet they shared. Closing his eyes, he focused on deep, even breaths. How did one force an issue ready to fracture the awkward balance of opposite worlds? A tightrope they’d tiptoed since first shared glance.  
 
    For her, he’d stepped away from shadowy pursuits to assume the role of businessman. As if that wasn’t shock enough to his solitary lifestyle, somehow, he’d also inherited a clan of endangered shapeshifters threatened with extermination. She’d been his complete opposite, a fiercely determined detective sworn to protect a different kind of citizen. Though their paths were separate, they led to the same end . . . the survival of those they loved. Hers walked the streets of New Orleans oblivious to the danger closing in on their right to ignorance. His kind existed only because they remained anonymous, working and living undetected next to their human counterparts. But those pathways were on a collision course, bringing their goals at odds once more, upping the level of personal danger past his comfort zone. 
 
    His precious detective didn’t understand. Max feared for her, not because she was weaker, but because she was his. Just, as she would ferociously claim, he was hers. Two parts of the same whole now that they were a bonded pair in both human and shifter worlds. But those two parts would soon become a trio. 
 
    He paced the room where he’d been raised in isolation by Jimmy Legere, his path as rigidly back and forth as the earlier conversation, going nowhere in a distressing hurry. Though they hadn’t had any kind of normal family life growing up, their child, he vowed with every glance at that ever-increasing midsection, would be different. She’d be fiercely loved and protected, spared from the violence that had shaped both parents. He’d do anything to keep that promise. Anything. And that included meeting his mate’s cautious stare as she exited their posh bathroom retreat. 
 
    “You look refreshed,” he murmured, smile neutral. 
 
    “You look . . . Savoie, you are the hardest damned person to read sometimes. Hell,” his wife corrected, “make that most of the time.”  
 
    As she crossed to where he stood by their open balcony doors, a cool night breeze did tempting things beneath one of his long T-shirts. Her fingertips did the same along his shirtfront as she stepped up close. Though not her nature to hide from a problem, she’d mastered circumventing them.  
 
    “Could you just hold me?” 
 
    “I can do that, Detective.” 
 
    Big hands soothed along the tough line of her, one going high to press flat between always capable shoulders, the other slipping low to rest at the tempting dip of her spine. She melted against him, all supple muscle and heat and—Max realized with a jolt-vulnerability.  
 
    “I don’t like it when we argue.” Her long, low sigh triggered a seismic heart quake. 
 
    “Nor do I, sha.” Discussion neatly tabled for the night, but not forever. “How’d you suggest we use our time instead?” 
 
    She leaned back far enough for him to test the temperature of her mood. That fire kindled earlier sparked anew. “If you’re up for suggestions, we could adjourn to more comfortable surroundings, say someplace king-sized, oh King of the Beasts?” 
 
    “I believe we’re of one mind. On this, at least.”  
 
    Why had he added that codicil? As she went still in his embrace, stubborn chin tucking, Max stroked fingers through her short hair, clutching to tip her head back so he could hold that suspicious gaze.  
 
    “In all things,” he amended. “There’s no disagreement or point of pride greater than your place in my heart. You know that, Charlotte. It’s been true since the moment I met you.” 
 
    She held her stony stance for a beat longer then whispered, “Same here, Savoie.” 
 
    He snorted. “Really? Even when you were putting me in restraints and reading me my rights?” 
 
    “Especially then.” She traced a fingertip down his rough cheek, letting it linger along the seam of his lips until they moistened beneath her touch. “Would you like me to prove it? My cuffs are right over there?” Her head gave a sassy nod toward the dresser. “Or I could just phone you? Maybe invite Cale to make it a party line?” 
 
    His booming laugh burst out as he scooped her up for a brisk trip to their bedside. “Not my kinda party. I’ve no plans to share you with anyone.” 
 
    “Except our daughter.” 
 
    His move to deposit her atop their covers halted. “Our little girl,” he mused. “Marie for my mother and Camille for yours.” When her expression clouded, he nudged, “And Dr. LaRoche says everything is fine with her?” The briefest hesitation made him demand, “Charlotte, is everything fine?” 
 
    Cee Cee smiled. “Yes. Of course. Susanna’s being cautious because of the genetic thing, but she doesn’t see any reason for worry.” 
 
    The relief in his features was reward enough for that tiny lie. Or so Cee Cee told herself as the house settled into peaceful silence. Bone-weary from the evening’s physical and emotional trials, she let thoughts prowl, comforted by the security radiating from the male tucked in close behind her, front-to-back, still wearing what she wryly considered his chastity gym shorts. Clutching the arm riding her ever-increasing middle, she sighed.  
 
    Having never expected to depend upon anyone except her childhood best friend, let alone a man both mobster and monster, she’d quickly found Max Savoie a habit impossible to break. Not that she wanted to. Never that. But after a lifetime of caring only for herself with a determined, excluding selfishness, sometimes she had to be reminded to let him in, to trust him to trust her. Like now. 
 
    Uncomfortably sweaty as her hormonal sauna made closeness impossible, she edged out from under Max’s intimate drape to scowl at the ceiling. She had no defensible reason for hiding her agenda. If anyone could be counted on to support her choices, that figure lay beside her. She knew that. But knowing and blindly believing were sometimes difficult to justify.  
 
    Alain Babineau had her back on the streets. Mary Kate Malone, now Sister Catherine, held her confidence as sacred as the sister’s God. But Max Savoie encompassed her heart with a tenderness and passion she’d never allowed or given another. This trinity, those two friends and this lover, were her world now. Yet she held back because a part of her still denied that good could defeat all the evil around her. And that darkness, here in her native city and in the distant North, grew, relentless, cold and all consuming. 
 
    A threat to her unborn daughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    After a restless night next to a female hiding things from him, finding his table surrounded by a rival clan who discussed bringing war to his backyard over cups of chicory coffee and the remains of his housekeeper’s mammoth breakfast added to Max’s testy mood. 
 
    An immediate hush fell over the four Terriot princes and their kingdom-less king. Though only half-siblings, these five of Bram Terriot’s original twelve heirs all bore the hard, harsh traits of their father’s clan: Strongly cut features, varying shades of red hair, and the deadly strength of body and mind that made them unequaled warriors. Brutally trained to protect what was theirs and take what they wanted, their fiercely competitive natures had sent four of their dozen to early ends and crafted two more into dangerous enemies, leaving just one outside their arguments. These five had come to his door, bending reluctant knees to seek shelter for their kind, a humbling that made them desperate. And possibly dangerous. 
 
    “Hope you saved me something.” 
 
    His amused tone relaxed the brothers. 
 
    Colin, the big, pragmatic ladies’ man of the group kicked out a heavy chair, flashing his cover-model smile, as the others filled Max’s cup and shoved platters his way.  
 
    After that first bolstering sip of harsh, dark brew, Max looked to Turow, the newly arrived, still Nevada-based brother and asked, “News?” 
 
    “Nothing good,” the somber tracker admitted, tone carefully neutral.  
 
    Used to standing in the background to observe through cool blue eyes, Turow Terriot wasn’t much for giving things like feelings or opinions away, especially after mating with the traitor he’d been ordered to bring to justice instead of to his bed. Now he and his clever, survivalist mate, Sylvia, provided sanctuary for desperate members of their clan, many of whom had once demanded her head.  
 
    “We’ve done a couple of passes over what’s left of our home,” he added, quiet voice covering any emotion. “Lots of strangers poking about but no sign of family.”  
 
    He didn’t say what all were thinking. No additional survivors. Cale, thanks to his bodyguard’s sacrificial action, had been the last to leave their mountaintop hideaway alive . . . just barely. 
 
    “Do they have a way to contact you if they’re stranded somewhere, hurt or alone?” 
 
    Christopher “Kip” Terriot, the youngest, tech-minded one of the group, spoke to Max’s question. “We’ve got a system for checking in, but lately—” Words choked off abruptly.  
 
    His mother, stepfather and aunt had been found in the rubble of their home, that pain still too fresh to get past new losses easily.  
 
    Cale laid a hand on his shoulder, blame for his half-brother’s grief shadowing taut features. Max knew the feeling. Uneasy was the head that wore the crown with all its troubles, and Cale, the strutty little brawler with his scars and tattoos, had worn it surprisingly well up until now. 
 
    “The plan was for no one to escape,” their king intoned heavily. “Everyone who did is a gift. Don’t forget that.” Fingers squeezed tight. “We have you to thank, Chris. You and Row, and Sylvia, who surprised the ever-loving shit outta me.” He provided Turow with a faint smile.  
 
    After they’d shuttled dozens to the safety of her casino fortress, Turow and his controversial mate had scooped their battered king from the frigid waters of Lake Tahoe in the helicopter she piloted. This, after he had once been prepared to execute her.  
 
    “Heroes, like family,” Cale concluded, “come in all shapes, sizes and bloodlines. We owe Savoie. He didn’t have to take us in. He coulda kicked us aside like strays. We’ve got a lot to be grateful for.” 
 
    Rico, the hot-headed brother with his flaming hair and temper who’d been training the New Orleans clan to move as a warrior unit, gave a harsh laugh. “Grateful two of our brothers broke our father out of his prison in Reno? That he’s plotting who knows what with who knows who to murder the rest of us? Yeah, I’m just doing a happy dance over our good fortune.” 
 
    After finishing the final bite from a once-overflowing plate, Colin, ever the strategist, spoke up. “They weren’t working alone. They got the juice from someone. That’s what makes me nervous. Who else should we be worried about?” 
 
    “Everyone,” Max concluded. Silence dropped over his company. “You can’t trust anyone. Not your friends. Not who you’re related to, unless you’re mated to them.” 
 
    “That include you, Savoie?” Rico wisecracked.  
 
    Max leveled a cool-eyed stare at the smirking redhead. “Yes. Were I you, I’d have me on that list. For your females, your unborn, you can’t afford to overlook anyone’s motives. Do I have one for wanting you dead? No. Not at this minute, but things can change.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty damned cynical speech for someone who has our king sleeping across the hall from his mate.” 
 
    Max returned Colin’s wry smile. “Keeps me alive. And I’da soon keep all of you that way, too. As for my mate, you’d best be worried about her, not the other way around.”  
 
    He finished his coffee in a gulp and surveyed the ragged-edged group. As one who intimately understood loss and despair, he addressed the desperation cloaked by their bravado. “I’ve never had much luck with those who called themselves my family, but I consider you my allies. I trust our shared goals more than I believe blood wins out over self-interest. If I’m a fool to do so, guess I’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Guess we both will.” Cale pushed back from the table to stand as Cee Cee entered the room. In unison, his brothers did the same as he said, “Good morning, Detective.”  
 
    As the Terriot leader tracked the intimate look his host and hostess exchanged, a sudden melancholy claimed their usually rowdy guest, that emptiness of missing the other half that made him whole.  
 
    A cocky smirk masked momentary sadness as Cale announced, “We’ll let you have a meal with your mate. We need to get some fresh air and exercise ’fore we get fat on all this good food.” That said, he led the way out through arch-topped glass doors onto the wrap-around veranda, each brother nodding to Cee Cee who looked after them for a moment before taking a seat beside instead of across from Max. 
 
    She arched a brow as he filled her coffee cup half way, his concession to her cutting down from an entire pot. “Aren’t you afraid of being bitten by that dog you tease with questions of trust?” 
 
    He smiled at her cynicism. “Maybe. But I like them, Charlotte. I understand the things they want, fear, and stand for. I’ve suffered the kind of losses they have. And I’d rather have wild dogs like them running loose on my property than collared pets looking for a place to sink their teeth.” 
 
    As her hand covered his, they watched through the wide vista of glass doors as the five Terriots crossed the porch. Though the morning was damp and cold, they stripped off shirts, shoes, and socks to stretch and limber up. 
 
    Cee Cee jumped as Max nudged her in the ribs. 
 
    “Might wanna suck up that drool.” 
 
    She provided a naughty smile. “I was admiring their impressive . . . scars.” 
 
    They were impressive, Max begrudged, all taut flesh stretched over muscles hard as violently hewn rock, each rugged physique marred by harsh imperfections caused by unimaginable things. They moved almost eerily in sync, not speaking as they breathed in the wildness of the dawn before jogging across the yard.  
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Max gave a start and glanced her way. “What?” 
 
    “Go with them. You know you want to.” At his hesitation, she reasoned, “You can work any day. How often do you get to play outside with your friends? Hurry before they get too far ahead.” 
 
    “Darlin’, I won’t have any trouble catching up.” 
 
    They’d disappeared into the thick woods by the time Max slipped out through the French doors, leaving his designer suit coat, linen shirt, tie and Italian loafers trailing behind him.  
 
    To run.” 
 
    – – – 
 
    No surprise, they left little disturbed in their wake. Cleverly disguising their number by treading in one another’s footsteps, they moved fast and effortlessly through the tangled woods he’d traversed since childhood. Smart. Never careless. Dangerous opponents, useful friends. Max grinned, relishing the challenge. He followed at a brisk pace, until realizing somewhere along the path, the steps went from imprinted by many to just one, the slightly uneven impressions of a still recovering Cale. 
 
    So where were the others? 
 
    Just a whisper of air at his back had Max turning, coming nose-to-nose with Turow Terriot. Before he could react, Colin and Rico flanked him on either side, Kip dropping from an overhead branch to block him from continuing after their king. Their eyes gleamed in the deep morning shadows.  
 
    Had he made a fatal mistake? 
 
    With a low, rusty chuckle, Cale came up from behind his youngest brother, placing a hand on Kip’s shoulder to move him aside so he could smirk at their host. “Those who’ve found themselves in your position rarely live to tell it.” 
 
    “Might say the same,” was Max’s cool response. 
 
    A flash of teeth. “We could find out,” Cale began, his smile spreading, hinting of another agenda, “or we could teach them what you, me and Colin already know about who and what we are.” 
 
    The other three exchanged quick glances.  
 
    “I think we should show them,” Colin announced, starting to open the front of his tech pants. 
 
    “Whoa, dude!” Rico’s hands flew up to block his eyes. “Tell me this ain’t gonna turn into something that’ll scar me for life.” 
 
    “No,” Kip murmured, stepping in closer. “I think we’re going to find out how Max helped Col cheat death.” 
 
    Their brother had been dying, destroyed from inside and out by some new toxin conceived by their enemies in the North. Then suddenly, all traces of the poisons eating through him were gone overnight except for the scarring on one hand. Clean living? Or magic? 
 
    With a lift of his brows and a mysterious smile, Colin stepped free of his clothing, his chiseled physique bold and bare. After a roll of massive shoulders, he dropped to a four-point stance on mossy ground. A low groan tore from him as muscles rolled and tensed . . . and he changed, until the only thing recognizable were sharply intelligent green eyes.  
 
    Jaws dropped. He’d transformed, not into the huge, half-beast state they adopted when doing battle, but completely, into something . . . else. What stood before them on four legs with a tail was a huge reddish-brown wolf. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Speaking for them all, Turow reached out cautiously to . . . his brother?  
 
    With a quick snap, the animal’s teeth closed about Row’s hand, holding with the slightest pressure as one green eye winked. The curious trio crouched around him, touching the wide head and muscular form lightly. 
 
    “Can you . . .?” Rico began, then looked up at Savoie. “Can he hear us, understand us?” 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t speak while in this base form.” 
 
    “We?” his startled glance cut from Max to Cale. “You’ve done this, too?” 
 
    Their king chuckled. “Word to the wise, don’t transform back in the middle of a public place. It’s kinda chilly and tends to draw attention.” 
 
    Turow stroked his palm along broad, furred shoulders. “Amazing. Is he in pain?” 
 
    Max shook his head, assuring, “The first transformation is rocky, but it gets easier. You’re not as powerful as you’d be on two legs, but healing is incredibly fast,” he placed a hand to his own bullet-scarred chest, remembering. “You’ll go unnoticed by your enemies. And it’s a freedom like nothing you can imagine.” He paused then added quietly, “Something my father taught me.” 
 
    Row’s intensely blue stare met his. “Teach us.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    After her partner spent most of their shift in interview while Cee Cee started the paperwork, Babineau stopped at her desk to update her. Instead of delivering the down low, he just gaped at her. She scowled. “What?” 
 
    “Woowee. Lookit that shiner.” 
 
    Heart doing hurdles, Cee Cee rummaged in her desk for a seldom used mirror. “Oh, shit.” Her partner was right. Over the course of the day, the bruise on her cheek had invaded tender flesh around her eye, turning it into a kaleidoscope of colors. 
 
    “Savoie is gonna throw a hissy fit.”   
 
    Fearing he was right didn’t brighten her mood. “Shut it, Babs. This isn’t the first hard knock I’ve taken.” 
 
    “It is with baby on board.” 
 
    Shit! Shit, shit, SHIT! If she could beat him home, she could do damage control. But they still had one more stop to make. No time to primp and pretty. Or hide unwelcomed evidence. 
 
    For once wishing she carried a war chest of face paint instead of her Sig, Cee Cee switched off her computer and tugged on her coat. It refused to meet over her middle. The inevitable shopping trip was the only thing she dreaded more than emotional roundy-rounds with her mate. 
 
    To distract from both inevitable cases, she asked her partner, “Think Leo’s info’ll lead to something useful, or he just stringing us?” 
 
    Babs shrugged. “Doan know. Seemed right chatty in interview ’til that high price briefcase showed up. So much for getting the little puke to play ball. If even half what he hinted at pans, and we can tie any of it to Brady,” his tone fell into a rough growl, as it did every time the newly-arrested commissioner’s name arose, “I’d be happy to fashion a noose.” 
 
    She had no desire to protect Warren Brady from whatever slow-boiled on her partner’s back burner. Though her city didn’t need another scandal, it’d be weathered better than a crooked public servant taking advantage of their trust. 
 
    That brought thoughts back to their recent collar as they walked to the car. 
 
    “This whole deal stinks on so many levels,” she muttered. “Illegal adoptions are lucrative, but they don’t leave corpses and bring in high-level players like Brady. There’s got to be more. It’s tied into the clinic. I can feel it like a sharp ache in a bad tooth.” 
 
    “You wanting to go back there now?” 
 
    His hesitation made her eyes narrow. “Got better plans?” 
 
    “No. Not unless you’re just using it as an excuse to postpone Savoie getting an eyeful of that shiner.” 
 
    Cee Cee groaned at the reminder and gave him a shove. That wasn’t what she was doing, though it did fit in nicely with her desire to avoid the scene to come. “Call it a hunch, Babs. That good enough for you?” 
 
    “Your hunches are better than a Quarter fortune teller.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Bright Haven for Women was just another storefront on a rundown side street. Broken pavers in various states of upheaval led most folks right past it while watching their step rather than the surroundings. Above the uplifting graphic of a rising sun, the faded message on its door offered safe, confidential and, most importantly, free care to mothers-to-be, pre-and post-natal.  
 
    In her guise as Shondra Thomas, a single housecleaner in her eighth month, Cee Cee had laid the groundwork for Leo Pomarelli’s capture with the help of the clinic’s organizer. Who was more than willing to help after numerous patients had gone missing or turned up on Medical Examiner Devlin Dovion’s table minus their prematurely-delivered babies. What they needed was a link and a reason. 
 
    The investigation disturbed Cee Cee on every level from cop to expectant mother. Dreams of dark shapes tearing the child from her womb left her reluctant to close her eyes. The tussle with Pomarelli heightened those premonitions into a churning nightmare. The sooner they solved the case, the better.  
 
    Stepping away from it never occurred to her. 
 
    They’d missed something, some common denominator linking her and the other victims to a purpose they’d yet to discover. What did they have in common beyond the obvious? 
 
    A quiet step behind them brought both detectives about in defensive readiness. 
 
    “I got your call.” 
 
    With her crisp diction and brusque mannerisms, Susanna Duchamps LaRoche would never pass for a native of their city. From her background in genetic engineering to the scars on her shoulder marking her as a shapeshifter’s mate, like Cee Cee, her interest in their case was deeply personal as well as professional. Her brilliant mind provided a valuable resource, but the health of her hybrid child was the doctor’s consuming motivator. On that point, she and Charlotte Caissie were closely aligned.  
 
    Susanna hadn’t hesitated when asked to consult, curiosity and a sharp anticipation evident in her eyes as she was brought up to date before they entered the modest building where Dr. Kinesha Jones, the clinic’s founder and usually its sole professional, welcomed them. The 50-something, handsome and rather harried-looking black woman with her sensible crepe-soled shoes and thick glasses shared their concern for the clinic’s ties to abduction and murder. Though she openly objected to hiding those concerns from her vulnerable patrons, she’d agreed to include an undercover Cee Cee among them.  
 
    Astute eyes widened at sight of that telltale bruise. 
 
    “Are you all right, Detective Caissie?” 
 
    Cee Cee smiled as they headed back toward the cluttered office. “Just a professional hazard.” 
 
    The woman’s concern didn’t lessen. “You need to be more careful. You’ve more than yourself to consider now.” 
 
    Shades of Savoie.  
 
    “It’s a priority, Dr. Jones.” Cee Cee avoided her partner’s pointed stare. Geez, give a working soon-to-be momma a break! Steering conversation in a less personal direction, she gestured to Susanna. “Dr. LaRoche is our consultant. She’d like to take a look at your client records, strictly and professionally confidential, if you’ve no objection.” 
 
    “Considering what’s at risk, I have none.” She gestured to banks of scuffed file cabinets. “Sorry. We don’t have the funds to go electronic. So many needs, so many in need. Donations just don’t stretch far enough.” 
 
    Susanna knew exactly what to look for. After studying the files of both the missing and victims, the geneticist voiced her thanks, expression giving nothing away until the clinic’s door locked behind them. 
 
    “Well?”  
 
    Susanna nodded. “As you suspected.” 
 
    Babineau looked between them, brows lifting. “What?” 
 
    At Charlotte’s nod, the doctor explained, “They’re not after babies to sell on the black market. They’re looking for a very specific genetic type.” 
 
    “Shapeshifter?” 
 
    “No.” An elegant hand pressed Cee Cee’s shoulder. “Detective Caissie’s and my child’s type. Shifter, Chosen, Human hybrid.” 
 
    Alarmed widened those blue, blue eyes. “For what purpose?” 
 
    The women exchanged sober stares. Charlotte’s reply whispered of her own investment, “We have to find out. As quickly as possible.” 
 
    They wished the doctor a good-night and climbed into Babineau’s weathered police issue. When he turned the engine over but made no move to put it in gear, Cee Cee glanced at his perfect profile. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” He’d been distracted for some time, and it chafed on her nerves. 
 
    A ragged laugh. “No. Nothing. It’s . . . personal.” 
 
    Instead of shrinking in horror as she once would have, she glanced at her watch. “Looks like we’re off the clock. Spill.”  
 
    At her command, he made a half-turn toward her, pretty-boy features locked in indecision before downloading. “You and Savoie, whatchu are, whatchu do. Ain’chu worried?” 
 
    Cee Cee laughed easily. “About our relationship? Only every other second of the day. Why?” 
 
    “Bringing a little one into the picture, doan that . . .” He blew out an aggravated breath. 
 
    It hit like a slap upside the head. “You and Tina? Is she—” 
 
    Babs blushed, shaking his head. “No. That is, not yet. I’ve been thinking on it.” 
 
    A snort. “If you don’t quit thinking and start doing, you’re going to be too old to gitter done.” Then, she softened her tone. “Is it the species thing?” 
 
    “Some. And all the craziness lately. I worry ’bout the timing being right.” 
 
    “We’re not talking an engine block here, Alain. What does she think?” 
 
    Color heightened in his smooth cheeks. “We . . . we haven’t actually talked about it.” 
 
    A smack to the side of his head startled a blink of surprise. “Why’re we sitting here? You need to talk to her.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “It’s complicated, Ceece. There’s things she doesn’t know . . . things that might make a difference.” 
 
    “What? That Evangeline James is your daughter? Don’t look so surprised. I am a detective. All you have to do is look at those baby blues.”  
 
    His expression confirmed her guess. She’d done the math. He’d have been starting out on the force, a time when an indiscretion with a young witness on his watch would make a black mark he couldn’t afford. She sighed. “Tina’s no fool, and there’s nothing wrong with her eyesight. She’s just waiting to hear it from you.” 
 
    “I just found out about it myself!” 
 
    Kicking her partner up a notch in her unvoiced opinion. 
 
    “Tell her that. If I know her, she’ll accept the situation and any way you want to handle it.” She squeezed his shoulder, firm grip telegraphing her certainty. She could see wheels turning in the right direction. 
 
    “Should I talk to Amber first? Or Rico?” 
 
    Hot-tempered Rico Terriot had made the former Cheveux de Chien bartender and her preteen daughter his top priority, and if not mistaken, Amber his mate. They lived a floor down from her and Max’s city apartment in the Towers high-rise to keep them out of a vengeful Warren Brady’s reach. The situation might be volatile but . . . ahhh, romance. 
 
    “Think I’ll talk Max into hosting a little house party out on River Road. Plenty of room there for private conversations. And no place for you to run. I’ll set it up for tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ceece.” 
 
    “Your choice.” 
 
    He faced front and put the car in gear. She was about to call him on his cowardice when he murmured, “Set it up.” 
 
    She smiled to herself. “Will do.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Going to the office never occurred to Max until he was showering off the exhilaration of the day. An unexpected, enjoyable day in simpatico company. 
 
    Growing up isolated and ignorant of his kind, he’d never known pack-like comradery until Charlotte Caissie led him across the threshold of Cheveux du Chien where, after a rocky start, he’d been embraced by the Shifter club’s owner Jacques LaRoche. Learning what he was from him, Max had found a place to belong.  
 
    Time had no meaning as he’d run the woods with the Terriots. The scent of the earth, the heat of exertion, the brotherhood of the pack; things he hadn’t known he needed until the wild freedom of what they were when running together unleashed him. Hours lost meaning. They’d hunted and challenged, at one with the land, air and sky, basic beings driven by uncomplicated joy within the security of their number. He hadn’t experienced such exhilaration . . . since his father taught him secrets seldom shared with another.  
 
    The day had been more than simple fun. He’d been pushing the brothers, testing them, gauging their abilities. And they’d far surpassed expectation. If he had to go into a battle he wasn’t sure he could win, they were who he’d want at his side.  
 
    But would they be enough? 
 
    Frowning over that question, he’d just started down the stairs when he heard the unmistakable roar of a big block engine. The initial leap of his heart sank into the uncertainty of their situation, something she’d avoided, and he feared. He’d rarely placed boundaries on their relationship, not that she’d abide by them. Taming his bold mate was never his intention. Her independent nature had drawn him from first glance. He’d never ask her to change or suppress those things that defined her, those things he adored. 
 
    But he’d been having dreams . . . 
 
    She blew into the hall like a Louisiana squall, changing the temperature, the very air around her. Cold, lonely old rooms suddenly filled, becoming the home he’d desired but had never known before her. Just as his smile began to unfurl, he saw that gloriously discolored eye. Barometric pressure took a nosedive. 
 
    She paused, like that afternoon’s prey sensing fast-approaching doom, then strode boldly forward, saying casually, “Hey, Savoie. Your office called wondering if I knew where you were. Did you enjoy your day out with the boys?” Just like that, she flipped the need for explanations onto him. His clever cop. 
 
    “Indeed, I did. Thanks for encouraging me to play hooky.” 
 
    He waited for her to come to him, which she did without hesitation despite how fast her heart churned. He could hear those anxious beats, as loud as her footsteps. Because she was braced, waiting for him to make a big deal out of it, Max decided to let that conversation slide . . . for the moment. 
 
    “And your day, sha? Any progress in your case?” 
 
    “About that,” she began, coming up to him but stopping just out of reach. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Ask. Whatever I can do, it’s yours.” 
 
    She regarded him with a squinty intensity then tested, “Just like that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Of course.” 
 
    Without blinking, she announced, “I’m going to ride you all night long like a Six Flags rollercoaster.” 
 
    Heat exploded through his groin. “Sounds delightful. Shall we have dinner first, or would you rather jump right on the tracks?” 
 
    A smile quirked about her ripe, red lips. “I am kinda hungry. Eating for two, you know.” 
 
    “Sustenance first then on to other amusements.” He extended his arm. “Shall we?”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Over an exquisitely prepared cut of veal, Charlotte broached her request on behalf of Bright Haven for Women. His reply was immediate. Anything they needed. What she needed was him, always and forever. But first to see if the coast was clear. 
 
    “Where’s our guest this evening? It’s not like him to miss a meal.” 
 
    “I believe he went to Baton Rouge to visit with his brother’s family for a day or two, the ones who lost their parents.” 
 
    “Good for him,” she murmured mostly to herself. Cale needed to come to terms with his guilt, and she needed the house to herself and Max for her own purposes.  
 
    Taking advantage of his generous mood, she tendered the Babineau issue. Max listened, expression growing wary. Finally, he voiced his misgivings with a blunt, “Why are we hosting this bit of familial drama when it’s none of our concern?” 
 
    She pounced on that. “Of course, it’s our concern. You said it, family. Tina is yours, Alain mine.” 
 
    “And family should keep their noses out of each other’s business.” 
 
    “We’re not interfering.” 
 
    He cut down her argument with a terse, “You’re offering our home for an episode of Jerry Springer. How is that not a bad idea?” 
 
    “It’s neutral ground for adult discussion. We stay out of the way.” She scowled at him. “And when did you start watching reality show reruns?” 
 
    Max colored slightly and turned his attention to the broasted potatoes. “Jimmy liked daytime TV on occasion.” 
 
    That earned a hearty laugh. “I can see that old bastard cozied up to the television with his bedroom slippers and Wall Street Journal, shouting at Judge Judy.” 
 
    He offered a faint chuckle before asking with the directness of gunpoint, “And you think this expansion of their family is a good idea considering the timing?” 
 
    Cee Cee went cold all over. “Don’t you?” Was he having second thoughts about their own? 
 
    “I don’t believe it’s up to me to have an opinion one way or another.” A heavy groan. “But if you’re set on us providing the venue, I’ll make sure all sharp objects are out of reach.” 
 
    Cee Cee drew a combative breath before seeing a quirk tug at the corner of her husband’s mouth. He was teasing her, and she was not amused. 
 
    “So,” she concluded, “you think I’m foolish for caring about their future happiness.” 
 
    “No. I think you’re wonderful, but their happiness is up to them, not us. However, if you’d like to have friends and family over tomorrow evening for a meal and conversation that happens to stray into territory that is none of our business, you will allow me the privilege of removing us from that arena. Agreed?” 
 
    Unable to argue his logic and secretly thrilled to bail on potential drama, she nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    “It pleases me that you care so much for them.” 
 
    His quiet words sank soul deep, making her reply equally transparent. “Who we love is the measure of who we are. Dev Dovion told me that. I didn’t understand then. I do now. We feel responsible for the things in our past and for the direction of our future. That’s who we are. I don’t want that to change.”  
 
    With a deep breath and all the enthusiasm of wading into a melee of drunks on a Friday night, she jumped into the real issue on the very elegantly set table. “I don’t want to change who you are, Max, and I hope what I am is still what you want for the long haul.” Before he could speak, she hurried on. “I’ve never cared what anyone else thought of me or wanted from me. Not until you. If you need me to be something else, someone else, I can try if it’ll put your mind at ease and let you sleep easier. I can’t bear for you to be miserable.” 
 
    The first glimmer of dampness in her eyes brought him around the big table to crouch at her side so they faced one another directly. His stripped-bare honesty clutched her soul. 
 
    “Charlotte, who you are is who I love. I’d never demand that you change.” His voice broke, her heart with it. “All I ask is don’t be the first through the door in every situation. That’s my weakness, my fear, not yours. Is it too much to ask?” 
 
    “No.” She blew out a breath and expressed what had weighed upon her mind since the Terriots had taken a knee at their front porch, bringing the fight to her and Max’s yard. “They look to you. They all do. And I know you, Max. You won’t say no. They’ll make you their figurehead. Just promise you won’t become their martyr.” 
 
    “I can’t turn them away, Charlotte.” 
 
    “I know. Just don’t be first through the door.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Max Savoie was no stranger on the docks. As Jimmy Legere’s enforcer, he’d often stood at his boss’s back, a silent, Grim Reaper shadow warning of potential consequences. Since he’d discovered his kinship to those who toiled at the Mississippi’s edge, his presence sparked different reactions, welcome in some, suspicion in others depending upon whether they viewed him as savior or destroyer of their kind. None were neutral. 
 
    Though he could move like a ghost, unfelt and practically unseen, Max chose to let them sense his presence. Instead of his usual Armani, he wore casual chinos and a plain tee shirt beneath the long sweep of his black raincoat to signal this was no business visit. Work stopped as his red high-tops traveled the water-pooled concrete. No greetings hailed from the suddenly still and silent group, making him feel about as welcomed as a cargo of spoiled shrimp. 
 
    Philo Tibideaux exited the foreman’s trailer Jacques LaRoche had once made his home. Expression inscrutable, the tall redhead waited on the top step for Max to come to him. He let his visitor wait a long, rather uncomfortable minute at the foot of the stairs before offering a cool greeting. 
 
    “What brings you out in the light of day, Savoie? Ain’t seen you ’round for a time.” 
 
    Since no offer of a private convo inside was likely, Max got right to it. “Looking for Terriot. He around?” 
 
    “What’s your business with him?” 
 
    “Mine. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Seems like one always follows you, doan it?” After a pause, he made a gesture toward one of the warehouses. “Last I seen him this morning, he were schooling some of the boys on how not to get dead next time you call for help. That gonna be any time soon?” 
 
    Max’s attention was already on his destination. “I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Do that.”  
 
    Philo’s low, parting growl met his back as Max strode to the building. He had no patience with Tibideaux’s posturing. The line had been drawn when Philo took leadership of the Patrol, the privately-run Shifter paramilitary group that policed the boundaries of their district. The redhead saw a challenge where none existed and, some day soon, they’d have to have a conversation about that, too. But not today. 
 
    The scent of blood and exertion met Max as he entered the dimly lit warehouse where two males grappled in front of a silently intense audience of about two dozen. Max paused outside the pooling light of a single bulb to observe before they noticed him. 
 
    Frederick Terriot had given Max a totally different impression the first time they’d met, that of a reckless, hot-tempered loudmouth whose fragile ego got in the way of his common sense. Since that occasion, Rico had taken a group of Philo’s guard under his tutelage and a cautious woman and child under his wing, maturing into an admirable example of a solid, reliable citizen in their tight-knit community. Though still loud and impulsive, he’d earned respect with every brutal scar on his hard body in defense of those he’d pledged to care for. Rueben Guedrey had seen something in him that Max had missed, and he had to thank the leader of the Memphis clan for spotting this priceless rough-edged gem. 
 
    The fellow Terriot was schooling had no viable chance to defeat him, but Rico handled him with care, pointing out strengths as well as weaknesses each time the poor fellow found himself tasting dirt. Instruction accompanied good-natured and often ribald encouragement, keeping the tone between the two Shifters competitive, not contentious. The sign of a true teacher. Max had no doubt that any of these males would follow their instructor into hell without question. 
 
    And Max feared they soon would be. 
 
    Catching sight of their guest, Rico grinned wide, barely ducking a fierce swing meant to put out his lights. Instead, he caught his student’s elbow and neatly took him to the ground, holding him there long enough to prove he wouldn’t be getting up before Rico allowed it. Then the redhead jumped up, bringing his opponent with him for a quick dust off and elbow bump before addressing their visitor. 
 
    “Hey, Savoie! Come to learn something?” 
 
    Max grinned. “Why? You know a good teacher?” 
 
    With a laugh, Rico dismissed his group and grabbed up his discarded metal band tee-shirt, slipping it on as he strode over. “Whatcha need?” 
 
    “The presence of your company, tonight out at the house.” 
 
    “Never say no to a meal. This business?” 
 
    “No, family. Bring yours.” 
 
    “Cale’s out at—” 
 
    Max cut off his misconception. “Amber and Evangeline.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He beamed. “They’d like that. Havin’ a shindig?” 
 
    “No. Just a small gathering.” Before he could ask, Max laid it out for him. “The Babineaus.” 
 
    The grin melted away. Rico was no fool. “Whose idea was this? Not sure it’s a good one.” 
 
    “I don’t necessarily disagree, but Charlotte wanted me to ask . . . before things got aired in public.” 
 
    That brought panic and anger into the mélange of Terriot’s fast-changing emotions. “Her past is no one else’s business.” 
 
    “Our circles are too small here in this city for them not to cross. Your mate’s been hiding from something that wasn’t her fault for long enough. She has nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Rico agreed, voice quiet, thoughts turning hopefully in the right direction. 
 
    “You’ve got yourself a fine family. Babineau wants a chance at that, too, and I guess he deserves it.” 
 
    Broad shoulders rose and fell. “Yeah, he does, after what he did for me. He’s not the bad guy here. Be easier if he was.” 
 
    Max pressed the only advantage he had, not liking it as he did so. “The only bad guy is Brady, and together we’ll bring him down. Don’t let him do any more damage than he already has.” 
 
    “Screw him.” Rico stabbed fingers back through crisp-cut red hair and paced another small circle before facing Max again. “I tell her first, and if she wants no part of it, that’s it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Okay then. What time?”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Watching their guests arrive—the Babineaus gathering silently in the parlor and the Terriots in the hall—Cee Cee questioned her wisdom. With emotions so high and raw, a civil outcome was no guarantee. She clung to her belief in the two women involved, both quiet yet strong, both guilty of nothing beyond circumstances they’d been too young and helpless to control. The same way she’d been when she first met Max. 
 
    Was that what this was about, this sudden need to put these two families together? A chance to pull two deserving souls from secrets and darkness into a world of acceptance? Or a way to make amends for not saving her best friend, Mary Kate Malone? 
 
    Cee Cee’s first impression of Amber James hadn’t been kind, believing the chestnut-haired beauty waitressing at CdC to be a gold-digger out to snag their clan’s new leader away from her. Cee Cee couldn’t blame her now that she understood Amber’s history, that of an unmated teen mother from a brutally abusive home. She’d bravely come forward to help place a truly evil man on the hot seat, putting herself and her child in danger, and was a grounding influence on Rico, one of their strongest allies. Amber James had grown in her estimation from that nameless victim needing sympathy to a strong female determined to protect her own. 
 
    “Thank you for having us, Detective Caissie. You’ve a beautiful home.” Tall and newly confident in her position at Rico’s side, Amber offered her hand and a hopeful smile, relaxing as the detective accepted both without reservation. Her grip was strong and so was the impression she made in the fitted black sweater dress and sleek boots with heels high enough to bring her nearly shoulder-to-shoulder with her mate. 
 
    Oh, to wear heels again . . . 
 
    “It’s Cee Cee. And you have a beautiful daughter.” She smiled at a rather awestruck Evangeline, who at all of twelve teetered on the precipice of young adulthood. The girl stepped from the protective drape of Rico’s arm to offer her hand. A subtle cant of her gaze proved it was more likely to get a glimpse of Oscar Babineau in the other room than to be polite. But her words were far from frivolous. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of that man so we don’t have to hide anymore.” 
 
    Then Amber placed her palm at Rico’s low back and gave a push. “Let’s go say hello to the others.” 
 
    As the newly aligned romantic pair moved forward, Max caught Cee Cee’s elbow to hold her back. At her quick look, he murmured, “They don’t need our help.” 
 
    Released from chaperone duty, she leaned into his sturdy frame to confide, “I think I’ll stick close in case there’s any arterial spray to clean up.” 
 
    Though he chuckled, his position was as primed and ready for interception as a Saints cornerback. Level heads couldn’t be counted upon when the emotional terrain was unstable. 
 
    As the two wary trios met in the middle of the parlor, surprisingly it was Rico who made the first overture, stepping forward with hand extended to the detective. 
 
    “Babineau. Thanks again for backing my brother when he came to my rescue. Mighta kept what few brains I got from leaking out.” The scar on his brow detailed the severity of that wound. 
 
    A firm grip and strong shake. “We were just there to back the real hero.” He winked at Evangeline who blushed prettily then cast a covert side-eye toward his stepson who stood awkwardly off to one side. 
 
    “We have a lot to thank you both for,” Amber echoed, shyly including Tina Babineau. “Especially for keeping Evie safe.” 
 
    Tina was the family core, drawing all sections together. Her son Oscar was nephew to the MacCreedys and Terriots, as well as half-brother to Max through their father, Rollo Moytes, in a story convoluted enough for a nighttime cable show. Small, shy, and delicate, Tina had fallen hard for the handsome detective who strove to give mother and child a normal life. Despite that past or because of it, she smiled at the other female. “You don’t have to thank us. We’re family after all.” 
 
    Evangeline made the first move, stepping from the curl of Rico’s arm to put both of hers about Alain Babineau’s middle. As she hugged tight, he hesitated for half a second before catching his wife’s teary nod then enfolded the girl in his first paternal embrace. Evie finally stepped back to announce proudly, “Now I have two dads who are heroes.” 
 
    When she extended her palm to a grim-featured Rico, it took a moment for him to force a swallow and reply, “Yes, you do,” as he engulfed that small linking hand with his own. “And we’ll always be there to protect you and your mama.” A quick, hard glance at Babineau, who quickly nodded. “Always.”  
 
    “Hey.” Oscar, a teenage duplicate of Max, took in the scene thoughtfully, “Does that make me and Evie almost brother and sister?” 
 
    All four adults came to a horrified Evangeline’s rescue to say at once, “No.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Helen, housekeeper and kitchen wizard, appeared to announce the meal, and company moved to the elegantly dressed table. Talk gradually relaxed into everyday conversation that didn’t involve lives on the line or dangerous family secrets, until Babineau’s cell rang. With a glance at the screen, he rose with an apology to carry his business out into the hall.  
 
    Cop business, Cee Cee read in her partner’s nonverbal actions.  
 
    Though she hadn’t been called out to join him, her attention held on that open doorway, posture alerting Max, who leaned close to whisper, “What is it?” 
 
    She’d replied, “Nothing good,” when her fellow detective returned to put a terse end to the pleasantries. 
 
    “Brady made bail. He’ll be out in the morning.” 
 
    Amber’s wide gaze darted between them. “What does that mean?” Her hand gripped Rico’s with knuckle-whitening intensity. 
 
    “It means he has a very good attorney,” Max replied, tone low and lethal. 
 
    “It’s to be expected,” Cee Cee countered, watching Rico carefully. “He’ll have painted himself as a wrongfully accused pillar of the community who’s eager to clear his name and, therefore, is no flight risk. On bail doesn’t mean free. We police our own, and he’ll be carefully watched.” 
 
    Rico’s punishing stare cut to Babineau. The detective didn’t flinch. “They’re gonna offer him a deal, aren’t they? Sonuvabitch! After what he did to my family, no way he walks! He burned our home to the ground with our people still in it! The first person he’ll go after is my little brother, and then my mate. I believed you. I trusted you!” 
 
    Alain spoke with quiet deliberation. “Our instinct is to protect our ranks and the reputation of the force. If Brady goes down, the fallout’ll endanger every case he’s ever had his fingerprint on.” 
 
    “So, it’s easier just to look away and cover it up?” 
 
    “Yes.” Cee Cee’s reply rumbled like a streetcar filled with bitter experience. “But that’s not going to happen here.” She met Rico’s fierce stare without a blink. “Brady’s stink will fade in time, but if he gets away with just a slap on the hand our department’ll never escape cries of coverup. We can’t afford another PR disaster. There are good people in our district. If you can’t believe in them, trust me. Brady’s not going to skate. Not on my watch.” 
 
    Rico stood, bringing Amber up with him. With a regretful glance at Oscar, Evie rose as well as her father of the heart said with grim certainty, “It’s not about trust, Detective Caissie. I know you’ll do everything you can. But long as that bastard is breathing free air, my family might as well be behind bars. Now, if you all will excuse us, thanks for the dinner, but it’s time for me to get mine behind closed doors.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Detectives Caissie and Babineau stood across from the media frenzy on the courthouse steps, their stares targeting a confident Commissioner Warren Brady as he gave his first interview to Karen Crawford upon his release. They didn’t have to lip read to get the gist of the conversation. Innocent. Record speaks for itself. No doubts that the charges will be brushed aside so he can get back to work for the people of New Orleans. Blah, blah, lying blah. 
 
    “Great,” Cee Cee grumbled. “Now I have to put up with her smirky face everywhere I look for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “At least you won’t have to put up with his for much longer, Detective. Lucky you.” 
 
    The quiet voice spoken next to her ear had Cee Cee nearly jumping out of the sensible boots she was breaking in. She was too professional to send a betraying glance at the figure she only now sensed beside her. Turow Terriot could double for the Invisible Man. 
 
    “You almost scared me into prematurely delivering that useless decaf I have to drink,” she hissed. 
 
    A husky chuckle. “Kip asked me to keep an eye on our friend. Thought I’d be polite and let you know so you don’t shoot me.” 
 
    Having infiltrated Brady’s fortress home in the Garden District, the youngest Terriot brother had secured incriminating information that anchored the case against him before escaping with one of the man’s twin daughters. The commissioner was not a fan. After Brady’s attack upon their Lake Tahoe family compound, Cee Cee couldn’t blame the kid for his unwillingness to sacrifice more. As long as he didn’t compromise the case. 
 
    “Don’t get in our way.” 
 
    “You won’t even know I’m there.” 
 
    When she couldn’t resist a quick peek, she found the space Turow had occupied empty. A scan of the crowd pushing in behind her revealed no trace. 
 
    “Damned ghost.” 
 
    Babineau turned her way. “You say something?” 
 
    “Just talking to myself . . . apparently.” 
 
    She returned her attention to the grating tableau, a small smile beginning to play about her lips. A man as vainly arrogant as Brady couldn’t resist flouting his superiority at every turn. If they stayed close and watchful, he’d provide them with what they needed to put him away forever. 
 
      Or the Terriots would put him down permanently. 
 
    From his elevated platform in front of the symbol of justice he’d dishonored, Warren Brady found himself in her sight line. He smirked to show he wasn’t worried. 
 
    You’d better be, you dishonorable bastard, because we’re going to nail you to that door behind you.  
 
    – – – 
 
    After the long trip from Baton Rouge, even the hope of a message from his queen couldn’t lift Cale’s heavy mood. Eager to speak to Turow, Kip had bounded up the steps, disappearing into the River Road house where lights blazed, and voices drifted toward him on the night air. The Terriot king followed more slowly, wondering how to avoid being social without insulting his hosts. He pasted a resigned smile upon his face as he crossed the threshold. Where he stopped, each muscle locking as air punched from his lungs.  
 
    For a long moment, he didn’t move, couldn’t move. Too stunned to process what he saw before him. 
 
    Then she spoke.  
 
    “My king.” 
 
    She came to him like those tempting dreams, so impossibly beautiful his head, then his eyes, swam. All he could articulate was a croaked, “Hey, baby,” before her scent reached him. Drawing it in like lifesaving oxygen, the stoic framework keeping him upright since that first blast had shaken his home crumbled like those ruined walls. He swayed. Small hands cupped his face then palmed the back of his head to pull him down to her shoulder. Quiet words whispered over his damaged soul like a  breeze through Nevada pines.  
 
    “I couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    For long seconds, he just leaned. Her touch and embracing aura calmed the punishing chaos of his thoughts. Those fiercely maintained barriers retaining all the horror, shock and guilt finally surrendered. 
 
    Kendra Terriot held her mate, her king, her love, addressing his grief with tender concern toughened by a single truth. “This isn’t your fault.” When his head rolled in expected denial, she upped her insistence. “No one blames you.” 
 
    “They all do,” he argued, voice raw with certainty. “I’ve been carrying every one of those lost souls, and I can’t do it anymore, Katy. I can’t.” 
 
    She combed soothing fingers through newly-shorn hair. “Not alone. That’s why I’m here.” Then, wisely, she said nothing more, just holding him.  
 
    “Kendra,” he began, leaning back. That lovely face of calm focused his careening emotions. 
 
    “No.” A single firm word. “I’m not leaving. My place is with you.” 
 
    When had his gentle, loving mate gotten so hard and strong? Before he could speak, fingertips pressed to his lips.  
 
    “Not here, my king, not like this. Let’s go upstairs so I can see for myself that you’re all right, and I won’t be reassured until I’ve examined every inch of you.” 
 
    He managed a faint smile. “And then?” 
 
    “And then you’re going to sleep and let me carry the burden of your dreams.” Before he could relax, she concluded, “Tomorrow, we’ll have that discussion.” 
 
    A chagrinned, “Yes, my queen.” And as she led him past the partially opened door to the parlor, he called in to his brothers, “Tomorrow we get down to business. But not too early.” 
 
    They had the decency not to chuckle until he was out of earshot.  
 
    – – – 
 
    The next morning, for a brief respite, the old plantation home on River Road filled with sounds of joy instead of sadness. Turow’s flamboyant mate, Sylvia, had ferried not only their queen but Colin’s three sisters from the safety of her casino hideaway in Pahrump, Nevada for a tearfully overdue reunion. They hadn’t seen each other since he’d secretly sent them off the mountain while their stubborn mother refused to leave . . . and had died on it. Kip brought his younger siblings, increasing the noise level as they mixed and mingled.  
 
    While the women and children exchanged updates and stories in the parlor, Max addressed Cale and his brothers over artery-stripping coffee.  
 
    “I know a thing or two about losing the only home you know. Mine was stolen from me when I was child, and for a time, I believed I had one here, in this house. But like you, I was just a tool in the hand of a tyrant.” He paused, letting that similar truth settle in deep. “I’m free now. My life is my own. How can I help release you?” 
 
    Five unblinking stares fixed upon him. Silence forced him to continue. 
 
    “I invited you into our territory and my home to recover, but also to help you rebuild. Is it your plan to do that in Nevada?” 
 
    “There’s nothing but ashes and ghosts there,” Colin answered for all, the destruction he’d witnessed upon a brief return evident in his lifeless tone. “We can’t move toward the future until the past is dealt with. A monster’s been released from the hell of his own making, and if we don’t stuff him back into those fires fast, he’s going to burn down the rest of our world.” 
 
    Bram the Beast, father of the royal sons of different mothers, once numbering twelve. 
 
    “As long as he’s free, our clan is divided. There’ll be no rebuilding, no home, no stability for anyone. He’ll come after you, after all of us,” Colin laid out, matter-of-factly looking from Cale to each of his brothers. “He has to if he’s going to regain control of our clan.” 
 
    “Who still follows him?” Max needed to know. 
 
    “For starters, our brothers Stephen and Lee, who helped free him.” Kip shook his head. “What the hell were they thinking?”  
 
    “Stephen’s a stupid, jealous bastard,” Cale answered, “but Lee, I can’t figure. He’s not ambitious.” 
 
    “But,” Turow interrupted, “he might think it’s a safer road for his mate and children to travel.” 
 
    Max understood that powerful draw of strength and safety. Hadn’t he almost succumbed to that deadly illusion himself? “A tyrant,” he mused, “holding all in a familiar fist or a visionary opening the way to an uncertain future? The pack mentality versus that of the individual. An interesting, and in this case, dangerous division.” 
 
    Cale heaved a weary sigh, troubled by his people’s and his brothers’ disunion. “We need to find him and stop them before they get those who’ve nothing at stake thinking that the old way was safer, and that my ideas are what got everyone killed.” 
 
    Max addressed Cale directly. “Is that what you think?” When Cale didn’t answer and his brothers failed to speak up in his defense, Max withdrew the question to offer another. “What do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    “It’s my problem. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    The low, fierce tone alerted Cale’s brothers. Colin jumped in first, demanding, “How? You have the look of doing something stupid all over you, Cale.” No respectful my king this time. “If you think we’re gonna let you go off on some reckless crusade alone, it’s so not happening. None of us are eager to step into your job, and none will live beyond a minute if that old bastard takes back his crown.” 
 
    While Cale thought that over, Max, from his emotionally removed position, offered another, calmer solution. “Before your new king goes standing out on a street corner with a bullseye painted on his chest, you—we need to find them first.”  
 
    “Sounds good, but just how you gonna make that happen? Send an engraved invitation?” 
 
    Kip answered Cale’s wry question by posing his own idea. “We set the trap using someone they won’t be expecting.” 
 
    Silence. Then Cale shook his head. “We can’t trust him. He already sold us out once.” 
 
    Caution coiled as Max remained outwardly unmoving. Where was this going? Down a dangerous dead end for all of them? He’d believed Christopher Terriot to be the logical thinker of the group. Was revenge for his heart-shaking loss getting the better of well-grounded reason? He waited for that answer to unfold, hoping he wouldn’t have to forcefully intercede on behalf of his city and the fate of his new friends. 
 
    Kip spoke again with that quiet ferocity. “But then, we didn’t know he was our enemy.” 
 
    Rico looked between his brothers, clearly disturbed. “Are we talking about Fraser, that traitorous fuck?” 
 
    Kip remained unflinching at the harsh truth. “They used him. So, can we.” 
 
    “Obviously, that blood-thicker-than-water thing didn’t work out so well the first time.” 
 
    Cale caught Kip’s arm as he surged up to challenge Rico’s flip remark, calming the potential conflict with a quiet, “Chris, you talk to him. If you get a good feel and think we can use him, we’ll speak on this again.” 
 
    Max’s relief as Kip sat back, hackles settling, was short lived as the young male said, “I’d like Savoie to back me when I have that conversation.” 
 
    When attention jumped to Max, all he asked was, “What is it you think I can do?” 
 
    “What you do every damned time you’re in the room,” Rico muttered. When Max fixed him with a penetrating stare, the redhead smiled. “Yeah. That. You put the fear of hellfire into folks. Joe doesn’t know you, but he’s heard what rumors say you’re capable of.” 
 
    “And what he fears can only help us,” Cale concluded with a narrow smile. “Savoie? You asked what you could do. You willin’?” 
 
    Though he hadn’t planned to get involved, Max couldn’t deny the youngster’s logic. An unknown variable could shake the staunchest resolve. And he was exceptionally good at playing a bluff when the stakes were high. Perhaps a wild card was required. 
 
    “I’ll back you.” In turn, Max looked each of them directly in the eye. “This is our city, and our families will live here without fear. That’s my promise to you.” 
 
    And they believed him.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Joseph Fraser had come to New Orleans an unknowing prisoner and remained as such at Alain Babineau’s direction in an out-of-the-way safe house, guarded by those who owed the detective and were willing to pay up with off-duty time and silence. He himself met Kip and Max at the door to silently wave them into the non-descript, nearly bare kitchen. 
 
    Fraser sat leg-shackled to the bolted down table, wearing ill-fitting clothes, hair disheveled, cheeks stubbly, and eyes dull, playing a game of solitaire. His expression never flickered when he saw his late brother’s stepson. But the sight of Max Savoie behind Kip drained his face of color. 
 
    “W-what’s he doing here?” 
 
    “I asked him to come.” Kip pulled out a chair opposite the now nervous male while Max leaned casually back against the counter behind the young prince, letting the older man fidget beneath his unblinking stare. Fraser’s anxious gaze cut between them, trying to figure the connection and how it’d affect his longevity.  
 
    Kip spelled it out. “My father. Why the hell would you have anything to do with setting him free?” 
 
    Weakness fell from Fraser’s features, replaced by a sphinxlike sullenness. Silence dragged out until Max made a move, coming to sit in the seat between uncle and nephew. Sweat broke on Fraser’s brow. 
 
    “I know a thing or two about fathers and sons,” Max began, tone as quiet as the whisper of an ill-wind. “There’s nothing sacred about that relationship to those who’d use it as leverage. Mine was a master at it. I’ve never met your previous king, but nothing I’ve heard can convince me that anyone sane would prefer him over who you have now.” He let that sink in for a moment before continuing with attention-claiming confidence. 
 
     “Christopher has told me your history with his former king. I understand your hatred. He killed your father, brutally, right in front of your mother, brother, and you. That can’t be forgiven. But that was one man’s act, not the choice of his entire family.” 
 
    Fraser never blinked, so Max surged up close and very personal, nose to nose. The glitter of malice in his eyes widened the other man’s. 
 
    “You look at this boy beside me and tell him any part of you wanted to see his mother, your brother, and your mate die the way they did. Look at him, not me!” The sudden roar of Max’s voice made Fraser clear the seat of his chair. 
 
    A reluctant cant of focus. Joe tried to hold his gaze steady, but soon it overflowed. His words trembled. “It’s no secret I was jealous of you, boy. The life you led. The privileges you took for granted. You had those because my father died!” When his nephew flinched but his direct stare didn’t flicker, Joe’s words softened.  
 
    “I didn’t blame you, Chris. I never blamed you. It was him. Bram the Beast. He just had to have it all.” Breath rattled between clenched teeth. “I never got the chance to settle that score before your new king put him in that cushy prison. Not until now.” 
 
    Kip’s eyes popped wide, dread building in his expression. “What did you do, Uncle Joe?” 
 
    “I paid them with the money I took from your accounts.” The older male’s features tightened with fierce slyness. “I needed him out where I could get to him. These people promised a diversion so your brothers could free him.” A pause. “They didn’t tell me what they were going to do.” His expression fractured, chin quivering. “They didn’t tell me, Chris.” 
 
    “Would it have made a difference?” Kip’s harsh demand struck hard as any blow. 
 
    “What was your plan, Mr. Fraser?” Max asked, tone gently coaxing now that the dam of emotional truth had cracked. 
 
    “I wanted to kill him,” the elder male sobbed. “I wanted to look in his eyes when I did it and tell him who it was for, for my father who wanted his first grandson to lead a normal life instead of one inside Terriot’s gilded prison. It’s all I’ve wanted since I helped my mother and brother mop up his blood.” 
 
    “Revenge is a costly pursuit,” Max murmured, expression now neutral. “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Worth their lives? No.” That moaned from him as he stared wretchedly at the tabletop. “Worth all those innocent lives? No. But they’re gone, and he’s still alive. How am I supposed to carry that?” 
 
    Max pressed his shoulder and offered absolution. “Help us. That’s a start.” 
 
    “How, shackled to this chair?” 
 
    “We need to find my brothers.” Kip leaned in, stare both fierce and urgently compelling. “And my father.” 
 
    “And when you do,” Joe sneered, rubbing at leaking eyes and nose, “what then? Another jail suite in a high-rise hotel as punishment for all his sins?” 
 
    Kip brushed that aside for the moment to demand, “Who were these people you spoke of? The ones who offered to help you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Your brother Stephen said they met in Reno. They talked and offered a solution to both our problems.” 
 
    “What was their problem, Uncle Joe?” 
 
    Carefully avoiding a glance in Max’s direction, he put it plain. “Your new king joining with New Orleans and Memphis. An unnatural alliance that’ll crush us under their control.” 
 
    “Whose control?” his nephew pushed. 
 
    “Them in the North.” 
 
    Kip and Max exchanged quick glances. When Max would push for more on that, Kip turned to his uncle once again, focus intense. “Can you get ahold of Stephen or Lee if you need to?” 
 
    “Lee. Him and me had a number of talks ’bout how we’d change the direction our clan’s going.” 
 
    “How would you contact him?” 
 
    “He was seeing a waitress at a club in Vegas. She’d reach him for me.” 
 
    With her name and that of the club, now so could they. 
 
    Looking pathetically old and tired, Joe slumped over folded arms, eyes downcast, voice hollow. “What happens to me?” 
 
    Kip pushed up out of his chair, sending it screeching back against the linoleum. He laid palms on the table to glare down at the older male as he growled through gritted teeth, “Whatever it is, it’s less than you deserve. Think about that and what you’d do in my place.” He shoved off the surface and stalked into the other room as a deflated Joe looked up at the leader of New Orleans. 
 
    “You gonna kill me?” His heavy tone sounded almost hopeful. 
 
    “Not up to me.” Max leaned in, eyes flaring with sparks of red and silver. When he spoke, sharp teeth gleamed like a shark’s. “Be very glad it isn’t.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    After Kip thanked his brother-in-law for his assistance and hurried outside, ashamed of his obvious turmoil, Max paused to ask, “Where’s your partner this morning? Not off alone doing something foolish is she?” 
 
    Alain shrugged. “Foolish? Not for me to say, but she’s not alone.” At Max’s unblinking stare, he offered, “She’s with MacCreedy.” Another long pause before he caved. “They’re trying to get support for the case against Brady.” 
 
    The detective was doing a poor job of hiding something. So, Max took a step closer, the shadow of his presence telegraphing impatience. Sometimes, just being him came in pretty damn handy. Finally, Babineau sighed, survival being the better part of valor when he had a family to protect. Savoie could take care of his own. 
 
    “They’re talking to Carmen Blutafino.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Carmen “Manny Blu” Blutafino’s pudgy, well-manicured fingers were in everything illegal going on in New Orleans and its surrounding parishes.   
 
    While making his deals and robbing patrons in the upstairs gambling rooms of his strip club, The Sweat Shop, he looked on the surface like an overweight, cheap Mob caricature in an expensive suit with sleazy taste in jewelry and entertainment. Those who mistook him as such had never looked deeply into his cold, kill-your-mama stare.  
 
    Those eyes narrowed as two of his best assets joined him in his office. He’d known them as the slicked-back, bespectacled Mac Creed, a skilled dealer who’d lost his place at Manny’s tables by helping Max Savoie scam him out of a quarter mil; and Chili Pepper, the dead-sexy dancer who was Savoie’s supposed side piece ringer for his wife. Manny had had big plans in his organization for both.  
 
    But today they sat across his desk in their true personas, making him feel more the fool for not recognizing them for what they were . . . NOPD detectives. 
 
    “Fuck me,” summed it up succinctly. 
 
    “Needless to say,” Charlotte Caissie began, “I won’t be returning to the center stage pole.” 
 
    A longtime self-serving businessman, Manny got right to it with a philosophical sigh. “What do you want?” 
 
    “World peace would be nice,” Silas MacCreedy suggested, leaning back comfortably in his well-worn suit coat over white shirt, bland tie and jeans. Without the slicked, dyed black hair, fancy suit and thick glasses, the only thing razor sharp about his somewhat weary persona was a pale grey stare sharp enough to cut glass. “But we’ll settle for a little harmony in our own slice of Heaven here in Louisiana.” 
 
    Though they’d certainly played him for one this time, Manny was no fool. “This is about Warren.” 
 
    “The man gets a prize,” Cee Cee drawled. “But is it a Get-Out-Of-Jail-Free card? Depends on you, Manny.” 
 
    No respectful “Mr. Blutafino.” How had she managed to fool him? Probably, as his late wife always said, because ambition clouded common sense, and he’d desperately wanted something to hold over Max Savoie’s head. Grim truth was, he had no plan to be prison pals with Warren Brady. The next minutes would cement his future, either paving the way to control of the city or forming heavy shoes to sink him in Lake Pontchartrain. 
 
    “Let’s get the formalities out of the way, shall we?” Manny showed his teeth in a feral smile. “I want a Teflon umbrella. If I’m going out into the storm, I don’t want to get my feet wet.” 
 
    Cee Cee returned the death’s head grin. “You know I can’t make promises until I examine the goods.” 
 
    “My customers have been enjoying an eyeful of yours, Detective.” An unwise smirk. “A shame to have to permanently retire you.” He let that linger, a double-edged sword of ill intention. 
 
    “I’ll relay that to my husband. He appreciates a heartfelt compliment.” 
 
    As the corners of his mouth U-turned, Manny’s thoughts skidded over pride in a race toward self-preservation. “I don’t want any of the stink from your investigation on me.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s partner laughed. “Manny, you already reek to high heavens. But because we’re such good friends,” he flexed one of the hands shattered when he’d been retired from his undercover position at the mobster’s crooked table, “we’ll show the same courtesy we’d expect from you.” 
 
    Amusement rumbled through the massive belly. “I always liked you, Creed. Oh, it’s MacCreedy. Have to remember that.” 
 
    Cee Cee wedged between them. “You know the drill, Manny. Give us something to take up the chain, and we’ll come back with an offer you can’t refuse.” 
 
    Lids lowered over that reptilian gaze. “Be careful, Detective Caissie. You might be uncovering things close to home. Brady won’t go down alone. He’s just the head of your department’s ugly zit. Covering it up might be in your best interest. Just a suggestion, seeing as we’ve got such a close professional relationship.” 
 
    When Cee Cee hesitated, Silas stepped in smoothly. “Cut the crap, Manny. What are you holding? Put ’em down or fold.” 
 
    Blutafino’s focus remained on the former Ms. Pepper. “Talk to Savoie. He knows. Ask him before you pop the cover off Brady’s blemishes. Your man’s a smart one. He’ll want to protect his own. Once you start picking, you’re going to uncover a pus of ugly doings no Band-Aid will be big enough to cover.” 
 
    Cee Cee did a quick mental catalog of her mate’s earlier activities, a resume of dark deeds immortalized in his NOPD jacket. Never proven.  
 
    What did Blutafino have on him? 
 
    “We’re waiting, Manny.” Silas checked his cheap watch. “Don’t waste our time, or you’ll be doing a lot of it right next to your pal.” 
 
    “Cummings. Start there.” Puppeteering the situation, Manny bestowed a cold, smug smile upon Charlotte. “And you might want to talk to your other partner, too. Him and Simon have been rather chatty lately.” Again, the smirk. “Do your homework, especially in his development deals with the Vantour brothers and, oh yeah . . . your father.” 
 
    That blast of information two-tapped her brain. Cee Cee blanked. Babineau. And her father? 
 
    Chuckle low and dark, Manny laced doughy hands atop the blotter as he mused, “Might be in your best interest to let them sleepin’ dogs lie and Warren retire quietly with full pension. Your choice, Detective. Start digging at your own risk.” A dismissive sneer. “Come back when you have a deal to offer, and I’ll tell you the rest.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Out in the drizzle of midday under the neon flash of The Sweat Shop’s Bourbon Street claim of “Full Nude Girls,” Cee Cee hurled up her late-morning breakfast from Café Beignet. A total waste of crawfish omelet and powdered sugar. After mopping her face with a quickly offered handkerchief, she carefully straightened, hand on her spasming middle. 
 
    “We’ll chalk that up to your condition,” her partner offered, ever the diplomat. 
 
    “Dammit, Mac, I can’t let it go, and you know it.” Grateful for his steadying hand on her elbow as her world pitched and yawed, Cee Cee blinked away the burn in her eyes.  
 
    “He’s just trying to rattle you.” 
 
    She shrugged off the gentle handling of both words and support. “The only thing he’s going to be rattling is bars right next to his pal, Brady.” She started to walk toward MacCreedy’s car, fighting her way through the uncertainties of body and mind the way she did gawking tourists crowding the banquette for a salacious peek at the dancers inside through the club’s open door. Geez, even families with kids! What was wrong with people? 
 
    Her head bass-drummed. Was it true? Was her sainted father’s professional life as much a sham as his role as parent? 
 
    “Whatever you want to do, I’ll back you, Charlotte.” 
 
    She smiled tightly as Silas opened the car door for her. How pathetic she must look to earn that solicitous smile. “Thanks, Mac, but I can’t let it go.” 
 
    He nodded. “So, where to?” 
 
    To the source. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Max smiled as his assistant Marissa held the door open for his unexpected visitor. “Detective, this is a surprise. A little late for lunch, but never for conversation.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as MacCreedy followed in her low-heeled footsteps to advise, “You’re not going to like this one, Savoie.” 
 
    “A professional call?” 
 
    Their hesitation initiated a gesture to comfy chairs on the other side of his desk. They settled in, looking far from at ease. When MacCreedy took a breath, Charlotte’s hand upon his forearm stayed him so she could take the lead down a path neither wanted to travel. 
 
    “We paid a visit to one of your associates,” she began. At the raise of a heavy brow, she elaborated. “Carmen Blutafino.” 
 
    “I can’t think of any business I currently have with him, nor do I plan for that to change.” Leaning back with unconcerned ease, he looked between them, eye contact direct and only mildly curious. They’d set the tone, so he’d abide by it. “What’s this about?” 
 
    MacCreedy was Max’s friend and also his closest confidant, but in his current guise as good cop, he revealed nothing, cool in attitude and stare. But Charlotte, Max knew intimately. Agitation quivered from her like a tuning fork’s discordant tone. Though outwardly relaxed, he tensed, awaiting the blow she readied to deliver. 
 
    “Not business with Manny. With Cummings.” 
 
    Brows high-jumping in genuine surprise, Max drawled, “I don’t believe I have any doings with him now that the Riverfront project is complete. And certainly nothing that would account for this interrogation.” 
 
    “Just questions,” MacCreedy reassured, adding a smile. 
 
    Tired of the cat-and-mouse dangle of pungent cheese, Max leaned forward, palms flat on his desk, regarding them silently until both fidgeted. Whatever it was—and he had no idea what they suspected—it was bad. “Ask away.” 
 
    “You, Cummings, the Vantours,” Cee Cee began, then after a pause, quietly added, “and my father.” 
 
    Expression a careful blank, Max shook his head. “I’ve never had any dealings with your father, other than the few times he fitted me for handcuffs. I don’t believe we exchanged any words other than the Miranda rights. What are you fishing for, detectives?” 
 
    “A link.” Now, she wouldn’t meet his stare, becoming fascinated instead by a loose thread on the sleeve of her jacket as if by tugging at it she could ravel his complicity in whatever ugliness she suspected. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know of one. I wasn’t privy to every deal Jimmy negotiated, and none involved your father. Could Carmen be amusing himself, sending you on a goose chase to give himself more time to cover whatever it is you’re looking for?” 
 
    Silas’s broad shoulders relaxed. A narrow smile prefaced his summation. “That’s probably it.” He tapped his partner’s arm as he stood. She rose with him, reluctance bowstringing her movements. Right or wrong, she’d never apologize for doing her perceived duty. “Sorry we’ve wasted your time.” 
 
    “Not wasted,” Max assured them, also standing. “Always a pleasure.” 
 
    That wasn’t quite true, not for any of them. 
 
    Once the door closed, leaving only the lingering scent of his mate, Max slumped back in his chair, brow furrowing. Tommy Cassie . . . a complication he hadn’t considered for a long time, not since an early morning conversation in Simon Cummings’ kitchen. 
 
    If Carmen was leveraging that particular topic, he might have to pay a visit to his persistent nemesis. And it wouldn’t end well for the smug criminal.  
 
    – – – 
 
    They’d almost reached the Quarter to the sound of slapping wipers before Silas ventured, “Is he lying?” 
 
    “How would I know? He’s had a lifetime of practice learning from the best.” Cee Cee puffed out a breath. “Maybe Manny’s playing us while he buries whatever he thinks we could use to tie him to Brady. If that’s his play, it’s gonna bite him in the ass.” Her brittle chuckle drew, for a dangerous moment, her partner’s glance away from the heavy vehicle and foot traffic.  
 
    “Wanna elaborate?” 
 
    She sighed. “Not yet. That’s my high card, and I’m holding it close to the chest.” 
 
    Instead of being offended, MacCreedy shot her an approving nod as one who appreciated guile. “So, what next? Think Manny was just pulling our chain by throwing Babineau at us?” 
 
    Cee Cee didn’t want to consider the question. She and her other frequent partner had had many a tense go-round over why cops and criminals shouldn’t mix. Had he done something about it? Something stupid? 
 
    Something illegal? 
 
    She gnawed her lip, studying the dusty dashboard as if it had become a crime scene before saying, “I’ll talk to him, Mac. I don’t want to drag you into the middle of our dirty laundry, if that’s all it is.” 
 
    “I’m very good with laundry, you know.” 
 
    She scowled at both tone and insinuation, the air in the car thickening dangerously. “Want to explain that?” 
 
    Silas never flinched, always the cucumber of cool. “You two go way back. Partners are like family. We protect our own even when . . .” 
 
    “When what?” 
 
    “Even when one of them does something they regret.” 
 
    MacCreedy’s brevity was one of the things Charlotte liked most about him. The other was that unflinching honesty that wouldn’t allow him to cover up for Alain Babineau’s possible wrongdoings if they ventured beyond the embrace of their two tight communities. At that point, she’d step back and let Silas do his job, no matter how difficult that recusal was.  
 
    And if it was Max leading them astray? 
 
    A sudden flutter beneath her palm distracted from that answer she couldn’t find. Massaging the area gently as if to reassure Max Savoie’s heir, Charlotte refused to consider that scenario. Unless she had to. 
 
    “Glove box.” 
 
    Cee Cee glanced over in surprise. “What?” She followed his gesture and popped the box to find a stash of cracker packets. At her brow arch, he smiled. 
 
    “Pick ’em up for my better half. She’s about a month ahead of you. Good for second trimester heartburn and queasy stuff.” He flashed a smug, knowing grin. 
 
    “You are the most metrosexual male I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He took it as a compliment. “Can I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “If it’s about constipation, it’ll pass . . . eventually.” When he didn’t laugh, her mood grew cautious. “What?” 
 
    She wasn’t ready to have ‘the talk’ about her fitness for the job. She’d done her homework, gotten the thumbs up from Susanna and her superiors, stuck to the rules and the diet and exercises, and would soon be taking classes . . . hopefully not alone. She’d studied the common side-effects for a pregnant female at twenty-one weeks in prep for any possible scenario-from swollen feet to freaking stretch marks—the way she would an assault plan! Now she had to get clearance from MacCreedy? 
 
    “How about a neutral negotiator? Someone a step back from it being personal, who knows the stakes and is smart enough to tread carefully?” 
 
    She blinked, downshifting her thoughts into the proper gear. Yes, please! Anything to keep her from having to cross the tentative alliance she and Savoie tiptoed around where her work and his past were concerned. 
 
    “And who might this paragon be?” 
 
    Silas provided one of his annoyingly tight-lipped smiles. “Leave it to me.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Colin Terriot’s first mistake was answering the phone. His second, letting Silas MacCreedy smooth talk him. He should have hung up but hadn’t. And now, it was too late to back out. 
 
    “Hey, got your message. What’s up?” 
 
    Colin forced a smile as he opened his door wide, issuing his guest in out of the late-day gloom. “Depends on you.” 
 
    Caution flashed in Alain Babineau’s gaze, but his easy posture didn’t reflect it as he came inside the small French Quarter home Colin shared with his mate, Mia Guedry, the Memphis clan leader’s cousin. He glanced around, taking in the original brick and hard woods along with the comfortable homey touches and massive sound system. “Nice place. Looks like you’re settling in for the long haul.” 
 
    “Not like I have any other options now.” 
 
    The detective let that flat remark slide as he followed the guiding gesture into a tidy kitchen area where a fresh pot beckoned. When Colin told him to help himself, Babineau poured a cup and one for his host as he asked, “How’s the family? Missed seeing Cale the other night. He doin’ okay?” 
 
    The honest concern allowed a slip in Colin’s purpose. “Better now that Kendra’s with him.” 
 
    His guest glanced back toward the bedroom. “Mia here?” 
 
    “Naw. She stepped out for a bit.” 
 
    It didn’t take an experienced investigator to figure out why. Private business on the agenda. They took opposite sides of the breakfast bar, coffee hot, moods cooling as Babineau got to it. “What’s on your mind, Terriot?” 
 
    The impersonal use of his family name opened the way to a conversation Colin didn’t want to have with his half-sister’s husband. Damn MacCreedy, anyway.  
 
    “I’m not much for playing games,” the big Shifter began, locking his sniper-scope stare on the detective’s. “Why the hell is a straight arrow like you cozying up to a piece of bad meat like Cummings?” 
 
    Baby blues widened. “What? Where’d you get that idea?” Slowly, innocent surprise faded into a murky pool of guilt. 
 
    Sonuvabitch. 
 
    “Never mind where. Now it’s my problem because you’re part of the family.” Before that term could invite his guest to relax, Colin growled, “Don’t even think of lying to me. Just because we shared some stuff doesn’t mean I won’t tear the heart from your chest and eat it before I’d let you hurt that boy and his mama.” 
 
    Babineau held his gaze without blinking. “One of the reasons I like you. No bullshit when it comes to business. Or relatives.” A deep breath shuddered from him as he reached for his cup, hand impressively steady. He sipped then put the coffee and his excuses aside. “He approached me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To get rid of Savoie.” 
 
    A quick blink. “And why would he think a Mr. Law-and-Order like you would break the rules to help him do that?” 
 
    “To get him outta my partner’s life.” He dragged a quick hand through surfer-blond hair. “I knew what he’d done for Legere, and I knew what their association would do to her career. She wouldn’t listen. She wouldn’t let him go. I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “You were in love with her.” 
 
    The direct summation took him aback, but after a quick swallow, Babineau admitted, “Maybe once, but not then. I had . . . have a good family, and I wanted that for her. I thought Savoie was using her, that he’d drag her down and destroy everything she’d built her life on.” 
 
    “And you didn’t want to lose her.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t. I’m not ashamed of that. Cummings, damn him, made it sound so . . . righteous. Told me I’d be building a better New Orleans beside him. Said he’d take me with him on his way up, do things for my career so I could give my family what they deserved.” A deprecating snort. “I took his deal. But I never took money from him. Not a dime.” 
 
    Colin absorbed that then asked, “What did you give him?” 
 
    “Nothing that would harm the department or my partner.” He broke off again, gaze focusing on the contents of a cup as dark as the stain on his soul. “He asked what I knew about Max and Legere, about their business with Blutafino and the Vantour brothers.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I told him everything I knew. Made it sound like it was all confidential, but it was pretty much common knowledge he coulda gotten from any cop bar.” 
 
    The big Terriot was no fool. “So, if you didn’t take money, what did he give you besides empty promises?” 
 
    The look slanting up from across the table glittered. “Information on Brady. Didn’t take long to figure Charlotte and Max were a done deal. She convinced me with a really good right hook.” A brief quirk of his smile. “I played along with Cummings to see if he’d offer anything I could use to nail that bastard to the wall. Your little brother dipped his clever fingers into some of it when he was snooping around in my computer. Surprised he didn’t blow the whistle.” 
 
    “He wasn’t after you.” 
 
    “So, why are you?” 
 
    Colin leaned back, spreading his hands wide, one strong, one hideously scarred by his own foolish choices. “I’ve got nothing riding on this. You’ve done me more than a couple of solids,” like helping him bring his insensible king home, getting his own drunk ass out of jail, and backing his rescue of Rico and his little girl, “and I wouldn’t want to do anything to hurt your family.” When that didn’t satisfy the detective, he caved. “MacCreedy asked me. Some thug name a Blutafino told him and your partner you were compromised.” 
 
    Babineau sagged back in his chair, handsome features going slack. “Oh, hell.” After considering his options behind closed eyes for a long minute, he asked, “What’re you gonna tell him . . . and Charlotte?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    Another cautious look. “On?” 
 
    “Whether you’re willing to keep playing the game.” A thin smile. “Brady’s going down.”  
 
    A slow smile spread across the pretty-boy face. “Oh, I so want a piece of whatever you’re planning.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Determined to delay the drive home for as long as possible, Cee Cee lingered at work, finishing reports, following up on voice messages, and even cleaning her desktop. When she started getting funny looks from Second Shift, she finally shut down her computer screen and prepared to face music she dreaded having to dance to. 
 
    It wasn’t like she’d never grilled Max Savoie as a potential suspect before. But he hadn’t been the father of her child then. Not exactly an epic event she’d want to jot down in the frilly pink baby book Mary Kate had given her. 
 
    Why hadn’t she waited until they were alone instead of dragging MacCreedy along to back her courage? A simple answer. Because alone time with Max had gotten . . . complicated. He was treating her differently. Not in a bad way. Not in a way she could point to in an argument, but it knocked the rhythm of their daily life and their nighttime whoopie off-kilter. Did married folk go to counseling because the husband treated his wife too . . . nice? Nothing wrong with nice if one was a grandmama or a good neighbor, but it wasn’t what she looked forward to when getting up close and personal after a day in the grimy trenches. Now, instead of constantly stripping her down with his gaze and giving their bedsprings hours of cardio, he’d been treating her more like an invalid than a lover. 
 
    It didn’t help that her hormones were suddenly all over the place, spiking in crazy highs and dramatically weepy lows. All perfectly normal, Susanna assured. But not for her! She didn’t like losing control. It made things . . . messy. Though she missed the regimented order of life pre-Savoie, she wouldn’t return to it for anything.  
 
    But she was missing the way they’d been together. 
 
    A fact heart-shockingly affirmed when she saw his silhouette on the front porch swing, slowly rocking. Waiting for her return. How much better was that than just a pair of guinea pigs wheeking for their dinner? Max Savoie fed her soul to a fullness that scattered the darkness of her day. But tonight, she feared there were storm clouds on that horizon. 
 
    She left her car out front. Though he was no longer a servant in the household, Giles St. Clair, the big former thug turned attorney-in-the-making, insisted on fussing over it like a proud parent, putting it to bed in the carriage house as if practicing for the baby he anxiously awaited. 
 
    “Heya.” A greeting rumbled low and carefully neutral. 
 
    “Hey, yourself.” She climbed the steps as if approaching gallows strung with the noose of their tentative parting.  
 
    His slitted stare locked on hers, rising as she grew closer, flaring hot when she fit hands over his shoulders and stepped knees up onto the swing on either side of his hips. 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” Not the words she’d planned to say, but they leapt from her heart too quickly for her to catch. Apparently, they were the right ones. 
 
    “You owe me a kiss first, Detective.” He tapped his lips. “Pay up.” 
 
    She’d have surrendered everything for the luxury of his kiss, but what followed would be so much sweeter after the necessary humbling. Forehead resting against his, she vowed, “I love you, Savoie.” 
 
    “Yes, I was feeling that in my office. Should I expect MacCreedy to arrive for a kiss-and-make-up, too?” 
 
    She made a face. “Way to spoil the mood.” 
 
    Big hands cupped her bottom, giving a lusty squeeze. “Oh, I think the mood is just fine. Apology accepted. You know how I am when you get all squinty eyed and official with me.” 
 
    “I don’t squint!” 
 
    “I’ve felt knife blades less sharp.” 
 
    Cee Cee settled back on his lap to scowl. “You know I was just doing the job.” 
 
    “I do. But the job ends at those gates, sha. Agreed?” 
 
    Because his hands were getting all touchy feely, she was quick to nod. “Off the clock.” Until a cell phone buzzed. “You or me?” 
 
    Max’s hands dropped away from what they were doing. “Me.” He reached for it reluctantly. “Apology tabled, Detective. Savoie.” Then he sat up straight, nearly dumping Charlotte from his knees. “When? On our way.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Colin’s conflicted thoughts regarding the Babineau matter lifted the minute he stepped into his brother Rico’s apartment. The essence of home and family embraced him as tightly as Evangeline’s hug. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo. Where’s everyone?” 
 
    “Out on the patio. We’re watching the storm roll in.” 
 
    They moved toward the sound of voices. His brother’s laughter mingled with two lighter tones, one of them tightening about his heart the way Evie’s arm cinched his waist. 
 
    His mate. The mother-to-be of his children, beginning with the son they’d made between them. 
 
    Her dark eyes immediately sought his for a gaze too hot for immature audiences. Mia Guedry now Terriot, small, deliciously curvy, and deadly to those who were fooled by the first obvious two. An instantaneous combustion of lust and longing fueled their fixed stare. A whole new purpose rose along with his welcoming smile. 
 
    “Ready to go? Some nasty stuff moving in, and I’d just as soon get home.” And into bed. 
 
    “Just been waiting for you.” My whole life, her small smile confided. 
 
    Rico groaned. “Take it behind closed doors, please. Preferably your own.” 
 
    Colin winked at Amber. “Good idea.” 
 
    The blissful trio walked the couple to the door. A perfect moment for both brothers. Damn, we’re lucky. Rico caught his look and gave a small, agreeing nod. Yes, we are. 
 
    As the couple rode down in the elevator, Mia noticed his turmoil. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dreamboat? Is it Cale?” 
 
    A tug at his lips. “No. Something else that doesn’t need to concern us tonight.” Tomorrow was soon enough. He rested his cheek atop her thick dark hair and breathed her in, forcing his worries away on a lengthy sigh. “You’re my world, Mia.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    As the ’62 T-bird given to him by Max Savoie roared onto the street, those swollen heavens tore loose, sheeting the windshield despite aggressive wiper blades. A warm squeeze of Mia’s hand on his thigh coaxed a glance her way as they entered the Quarter. Every wish he’d ever made was answered in her adoring gaze. 
 
    Looking ahead both at the street and toward the pleasures to come, Colin noticed a mammoth sanitation vehicle in the oncoming lane moving at a damn fast clip. Nothing to concern him, since he was in a hurry, too . . . until it veered sharply across the centerline, lights blinding, speeding up just before impact. 
 
    Snatching his dreams away in a heartbeat.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Silas met Max and Cee Cee in the hospital corridor. “He asked me to call you first.”  
 
    “What’s happened, Mac?” 
 
    Threading fingers through crisp-cut brown hair, he couldn’t come up with an immediate answer to Cee Cee’s blunt demand. Silas MacCreedy wasn’t easily shaken. His expression revealed nothing, but his mate Nica’s presence and the way her palm stroked his arm, said everything.  
 
    “Whoever hit them was driving a stolen garbage truck. Didn’t call it in. Crossed the center line and shoved the hood and bumper all the way to the windshield. I don’t know how he got her out. Nothing but the Jaws of Life could’ve torn off that door the way he did. Ambulance brought them here. I called Susanna. She’s in with them now.” His words trickled down, forcing Cee Cee to ask the final question in a low and steady voice. 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    Again, the subtle sidestep. “He asked me to call Rueben. He’s her . . . next of kin. He’ll be here as soon as he can charter a flight.” 
 
    “Not his brothers?” 
 
    “No.” He looked from her to Max. “Just you for now.” 
 
    Too stunned to flinch at the fierce squeeze of Cee Cee’s hand, Max asked, “Did he say why?” 
 
    “Said you’d know.” 
 
    Unfortunately, he did.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Colin Terriot sat beside the hospital bed, an IV-threaded hand clutched in both of his. As if trying to conjure up a djinni, he rubbed the polished steel of the ring she wore on her thumb. Registering Max’s presence, his attention changed focus, looking to him, instead, to perform that miracle. 
 
    The Terriot prince must have hit either windshield or steering wheel, brow recently stitched, and nose swollen. His stare, instead of welling with grief, struck like a blunt instrument. When he didn’t speak, Max’s followed from clenched fingers along tube-threaded arm to the still features of Mia Guedry Terriot, or what he could see of her beneath the bandages and mask artificially filling her lungs. 
 
    “Bring her back. Bring them back to me.” 
 
    Because he’d once been in that chair watching his own future ebb away, Max didn’t answer with what they both already knew. Colin’s mate was gone. Only machines preserved the tiny flutter of life within her.  
 
    Still, Max circled behind his chair, moving to the head of the bed. With hand to the base of her throat as the only bare skin available, he concentrated, sending a psychic search for a spark from that once-vibrant soul, reaching deep until his temples pounded and a thread of crimson trickled from his nose.  
 
    But nothing of her remained. Seeing that answer without him speaking, Colin closed blackened eyes. 
 
    Quietly, Max asked, “Did you try reaching her through your bond?” 
 
    “Until my ears bled. I hoped . . . I thought maybe . . .” Colin took a steadying breath, damp gaze rising to the ceiling as if for some other divine intervention. “I know she’s not there,” came the final, heavy admission. “My son – Abel Daniel, after my father and her brother, he’s a fighter, but he’s so small. Sonuvabitch.” He fell silent except for quick, tight breaths that finally evened out. “Rueben’s her family, too. I can’t make the decision without him seeing . . .” a hard swallow, “how things are.” 
 
    Max squeezed a rigid shoulder. “Anything you need.” 
 
    Colin’s stare lifted, glittering not from grief but with vengeance as he growled, “I need to know who and why.” 
 
    “It won’t bring them back.” 
 
    Colin threw off both hand and gentle truth. “Would that matter to you if you were sitting here?” 
 
    If it was Charlotte and his child . . . 
 
    That thought tormented as he listened to the fateful beep of the machines. He’d been in that chair, in that same position once before. “No.” Max couldn’t argue. “You aren’t alone in this. Remember that.” When Colin didn’t respond, he added, “Do you want me to call your brothers?”   
 
    A quick emotional spasm breached those stoic features. “Not until after I talk to Rueben. Not until . . . a decision’s made.” He braced for argument but received an understanding nod. The breath sighed from him as he rubbed swollen eyes and whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll start asking questions. Stay strong,” Max nodded toward the motionless figure, “for their sake, and be wise for your own.” 
 
    A slight nod. “Send MacCreedy in. And keep me posted.” 
 
    Colin’s attention turned back to the study of features that would haunt his dreams and his conscience for the rest of his life, another shadow added to the substantial group already weighing upon his soul. His stepfather, brothers both Conroy and Terriot, his mother, and now his love and his heir.  
 
    The pull to follow them lessened with Savoie’s blunt words. He had work to do before that rewarding reunion. And it began with the figure now standing next to him. 
 
     “You’re sure it wasn’t an accident?” 
 
    Colin’s grim expression answered for him. 
 
    “Any ideas?” 
 
    “A few, but I’d like to hear yours first.” 
 
    MacCreedy didn’t waste time with delicacy. “My Top Ten.” He ticked the list off on his fingers. “Starting with the local clan resenting a Terriot presence and influence. Any number of folks wanting to distract you from uniting New Orleans. Your insane father and rogue brothers scared you’ll get to them first. Someone wanting to bring Rueben back to the city either to kill him or threaten him into compliance. Any Guedrey or Terriot wanting to eliminate a possible heir to either clan. Brady striking back at your family. Those in the North working to crush and conquer. Someone in the NOPD trying to bring Babineau and Charlotte to heel. As a warning to Savoie that everyone is vulnerable. Or Rueben himself, out to break the truce and take control. Depends on who the target was.” 
 
    Colin blinked. “That’s a long damned list.” 
 
    “I’ll start narrowing it down for you.” 
 
    His confidence gave Colin his first shot of encouragement since hearing metal rip and crumple. “But you’ll save the last one for me.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    The firm press of MacCreedy’s hand on his shoulder brought wildly spinning moods under control. Then Silas asked softly, “What if you aren’t the only target? Shouldn’t everyone be warned?” 
 
    To lose more of his family, his friends . . . 
 
    A quick nod. “No details, just that there’s a prospective threat. Okay?” 
 
    Silas nodded and advised, “Don’t be a hero. Call if you need anything.” 
 
    Both knowing he wouldn’t, Silas left him to mechanical beeps echoing the clock’s tick down to the light extinguishing in his life. 
 
    Leaving only vengeance to sustain him.  
 
    – – – 
 
    The unthinkable happened. Sitting at Mia’s bedside, listening to the monotonous beat of her artificially maintained life, Colin slept. 
 
    He could have been dreaming. 
 
    Had a breath of movement behind his chair prodded him awake? Expecting one of the silent, bustling medical staff, he blinked heavy eyes open. No one came into view. His nape bristled. 
 
     “They can’t help you,” a soft female voice whispered behind him, “but I can.” As he straightened with a jerk, a hand fell upon his shoulder, grip small but firm. “Don’t turn around.” 
 
    He stiffened but didn’t look back. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Let’s say a friend of a friend.” 
 
    Annoyed by her riddle, Colin snapped, “What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s what you want. They can’t give it to you. But I can.” 
 
    As his breath stumbled then hurried on, her answer stroked against his cheek.  
 
    “I can bring her back.” 
 
    Gooseflesh erupted, making him shiver with cautious hope. Colin reined in the leap of his heart with a quick tug from a cautious nature. “What can you do? Resurrect the dead?” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    No hesitation. “Yes.” 
 
    “There’ll be a cost.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “I do this for you and someday soon, I’ll ask you to do something for me. And you will, no matter what it is, without question or hesitation. Because I can take back what I give in a heartbeat. Are we agreed?” 
 
    A fool’s bargain, one he could never meet. But he’d worry about that later.  
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Something slipped through his determined slumber, a slight sound, a breath of movement. Instantly alert, Colin sat up straight, every muscle group in his abused body screaming as he braced for possible threat. 
 
    A tall, lean figure with his mate’s dark coloring bent over Mia’s bed, his hand resting over one threaded with tubes and wires. Without turning, Rueben Guedry murmured, “Didn’t mean to wake you,” in a soft Tennessee drawl. 
 
    Colin rubbed his eyes, mumbling, “How long you been here?” 
 
    “Just got in. ’Preciate the call.” Then he addressed the figure in the bed. “Hey, little lady, how ya feeling?” 
 
    As the fingers beneath his grip stirred, Colin jerked, hit by an electrocuting jolt of astonishment. Not real. Couldn’t be. Was he still dreaming? Rueben stepped aside, allowing Colin an answer too incredible to take in all at once. 
 
    Dark eyes were open, glazed by sedation but still aware. Animating color had seeped back into features drained to parchment finality.  
 
    Once his heart restarted, a name whispered from Colin’s lips like an answered prayer. “Mia.” 
 
    Alerted by the unexpected change in their monitors, medical staff swarmed in, pushing both visitors out into the hall. Rueben’s firm grip steered the dazed Shifter prince into a small waiting area. There, he dropped onto a convenient piece of furniture, senses spinning. 
 
    “Here. Self-medicate.” The Tennessean pressed a sleek flask into Colin’s hand, waiting for him to take a long swallow. “You up to talking? Looks like we got the time,” he presumed as the staff wheeled Mia past for tests none had ever guessed would be needed. 
 
    “Did you do this to her?” 
 
    The fierce demand set Rueben back in unprecedented speechlessness. Finally, he sputtered, “What? She’s my kin!” 
 
    “And a threat!” 
 
    “To what? A role I never wanted? You think I’m stupid enough to tear down all we’ve built when we got a bigger threat breathin’ down our necks?” 
 
    “Not unless you’re part of that threat.” 
 
    A low, rolling chuckle was unexpected. “You must be concussed if you think I’d just come out an’ tell you if I was.” 
 
    That Colin believed. Shoulders drooping, he blew out a shaky breath. “Sorry. Long night.” 
 
    A flash of sympathy touched Guedry’s expression. “Since you’re not going nowhere, I’m gonna check myself into that fine establishment ’cross the way and fetch us back something to eat. Might as well hunker down an’ wait for news together.” 
 
    Alone in the suddenly quiet hallway, Colin leaned back and closed aching eyes, but thoughts refused to quiet. Refusing to revisit that dream, he let MacCreedy’s list scroll behind shuttered lids, seemingly endless in its thorough offering of potential suspects. Missing only one that, even though he hated it, he had to consider after their conversation earlier that evening. 
 
    Alain Babineau.  
 
    – – – 
 
    During their rainy drive home in silence, Max couldn’t ignore the wake-up call the other couple’s tragedy leveled upon his own situation. 
 
    He’d never asked to be a figurehead for his clan. The near celebrity attention sparked intrinsic fear, demanding a retreat to the anonymous shadows of his earlier years, where at Jimmy Legere’s back, nothing had been expected of him except obedience and unquestioning action. His opinions, his beliefs, his choices never entered the equation. A simple, linear existence well-suited to a sheltered upbringing beneath the constant whisper of unknown threat. Then Charlotte Caissie blew into his life like a Category Five. She’d uprooted his security, ripped away his self-protections to demand he choose between impossible opposites. Darkness alone or limelight together. 
 
    No real choice in the end. One he’d never regret making anyway. 
 
    He might not always agree with her path, but Max honored her right to boldly walk it, just as she’d cautiously embraced the knowledge of who and what he was. If they could overcome those obstacles . . . 
 
    A child was hardly an obstacle and a clan war no small threat. To handle either, let alone both, they needed a united front, a single purpose. Considering all they’d survived together—the sacrifices, the triumphs—why hadn’t they found that common ground? 
 
    He breathed her in, seeking the comfort of her scent to ease his worries as she sat silently beside him. It usually worked. Not this time. 
 
    Her badge a shield to hide behind, it wasn’t the job, though she might pretend it was. Her work distracted from something deeper, something that scared her more than their varied commitments and causes. A faceless, nameless enemy was impossible to defeat. 
 
    The deeper question, the one that scared him to the marrow was why she didn’t trust him with the truth? 
 
    They’d just started along the high wall surrounding Legere’s property when Cee Cee’s cell buzzed. Immediate alarm surged. Bad news on the Terriot front would have rung through his phone. Her business was calling. 
 
    Terse words stirred a different worry. 
 
    “When? How? Wasn’t he under surveillance? What the hell were they doing instead of their jobs?” A tense pause then the words he dreaded. “On my way.” 
 
    As agitation twisted those expressive lips, Max waited for her to speak. Finally, she put it plain. “I’m gonna drop you off. I’ve got to go back into the Quarter.” 
 
    Concerns writhed through him as he pictured the strong, vital female they’d just left in a hospital bed, her features mentally altering to those of his beloved as he’d once sat waiting for her inevitable death. It hadn’t come, not that day. 
 
    Heavy gates opened automatically. Cee Cee tore down the drive, screeching up to the porch without putting the vehicle into park. Her words gave no comfort. “Don’t wait up. Not sure how long I’ll be.” 
 
    The vehicle was moving before he had both feet on the ground. Forward momentum slammed the door shut for him. As Max watched taillights disappear out the gate, he offered words she hadn’t waited to hear.  
 
    “Be careful.” Then, more softly, “Come back to me.”  
 
    – – – 
 
     “How the hell did this happen?” 
 
    Alain Babineau had no answer for her. 
 
    Cee Cee stared dispassionately at Leo Pomarelli who’d sat down to a platter of Gulf shrimp at Pour Boys Bar & Grille. His fingers were still curled about his place setting in anticipation of that first bite denied by the small-caliber bullet to his forehead. 
 
    “Shoulda played ball, Leo,” Charlotte muttered, “then we would have had your back.” 
 
    He’d managed a high-ticket lawyer who rattled off all the usual outrage to get the little weasel sprung before they could leverage a deal. Someone with a lot of muscle had wanted him out. Their request for surveillance had stalled, opening this window of deadly opportunity.  
 
    First responders had cleared the private dining room, corralling witnesses in the bar area where they diligently gathered information. Cee Cee saw no point in interfering with the routine process of the scene. Not until one of the staff ducked into the kitchen after first making anxious eye contact. 
 
    She pressed Babineau’s forearm, inclining her head in that direction, muttering, “Be right back,” before slipping away. 
 
    The kitchen stood empty, it’s stations unattended. Abandoned orders stretched along steel counters in various stages of prep. Fragrant gumbo simmered on a burner, wringing a plaintive rumble from her stomach as a side door clicked shut. 
 
    Hand on her service piece, Cee Cee stepped out into the dim alley running between restaurant and a closed-for-the-night NOLA souvenir boutique. The sound of drunken merrymakers drifted down from the street on booze and refuse-laden air. A unit blocked that exit, flashers briefly highlighting a shadow ducking behind one of the dumpsters. She followed, caution tempering curiosity. 
 
    A male server sagged against the still-wet from the earlier downpour brick of the building, his trembling hand tucking a cigarette between his lips. When he couldn’t coax a steady flame from his lighter, Cee Cee took it from him, holding it still so he could lean in. An inhale and a quiet, “Thanks,” released in a jet of smoke. 
 
    “You working the dining room tonight?” 
 
    He sucked another drag. “Yeah.” Dark eyes darted nervously. “Can’t lose this job. Folks spent their savings for school so I can run my own place someday. I’m paying ‘em back best I can. Can’t let ’em down.” 
 
    Cee Cee sized him up. Young, good looking, complexion not much deeper than her own. He wasn’t anxious, just determined. 
 
    “They want you to be a man who speaks up or stays silent?” 
 
    After mulling it over, he said, “They knew each other.”  
 
    Alerted, she took out her small notebook. “Did you hear what they were saying?” 
 
    “Naw. They stopped when I come in.” 
 
    “Would you recognize the other man if you saw him again?” 
 
    A long pause before one crisp nod. 
 
    “Could you give me a description?” 
 
    Wide eyes jumped in the direction of the door. “Not here. Still on the clock. Gotta go back ’fore I be missed.” 
 
    Cee Cee fished out her card. “Come down to the station in the morning to give a statement and look at some pictures. Ask for me. Don’t talk to anyone else or make me regret not taking you in now.” 
 
    He drew a pull, hissing smoke shakily through his teeth. “Have to be early. Got class at nine. Can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Eight?” 
 
    “Sure. Okay.” 
 
    She gave him another card and plucked a ballpoint from his apron pocket. “Jot down your name, address and number.”   
 
    He snubbed the cigarette on the side of the dumpster before complying. Cee Cee glanced at the card then tucked it into her pocket before nodding toward the door, “You’d better get back. I’ll see you at eight, DeShawn. Don’t make me come looking.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” He darted away, leaving her to wistfully breathe in forbidden smoke and hope he was good for his word. 
 
    After a minute or so passed, she returned to the scene of Leo’s abrupt exit from her list of potentials. Noting her reappearance, Babineau tucked in beside her. 
 
    “Got something?” 
 
    A nanosecond of hesitation. “No. Thought I might have had a witness, but it was nothing.” 
 
    With that intentional omission, Charlotte Caissie unofficially added her partner as a person of interest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Preoccupied by his brooding, it took the nudge of an elbow to alert Max to the Terriot king’s presence.  
 
    In worn jeans and faded oversized Reno Aces minor league baseball team sweatshirt, feet clad in heavy work boots, Cale didn’t resemble a clan leader as he took a seat on the steps beside his host to look out over a weakly trickling fountain and recovering rose garden in the once dollar-weed-choked side yard. Early morning mist draped the distant tree line, shrouding it as thickly as Max’s contemplations. 
 
    “Good thing I wasn’t after your hair, or I’d be wearing it on my belt.” 
 
    Max offered a faint smile. “You’re welcome to it.” 
 
    “So, it’s that kinda day already.” Cale left it at that. “Didn’t hear the Missus come in last night.” So much for minding his own business. “She workin’?” 
 
    “Assume so.” Max should have known better than to hope a curt reply would end Cale’s curiosity. 
 
    “And that’s got you worried.” Not a question. “’Cuz of the baby?” After a long silence, Cale answered for himself, “’Course it is. Kendra being here purely scares the hell outta me.” A long pause was followed by a sighed truth. “But damned if I don’t need her. She was right about that. Usually is.” Encouraged by Max’s faint smile, he summed it up for them both. “All we can do is worry and try best we can to keep ’em safe, sometimes in spite of themselves.” 
 
    After a long awkward silence, Max ventured, “Heard from your brother?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Colin.” 
 
    A slow tension seeped through his guest. “There a reason I should have?” 
 
    “Might want to make a casual call.” 
 
    Alerted by Max’s tone, Cale jumped up and limped down the length of the covered porch. He pulled out his cell, voice trailing behind him. “Hey. How’s it going? When?” With that sharp question, he went still for a long moment. “On my way. Don’t be stupid. Where else would I be?” 
 
    Max stood as the anxious Terriot strode toward him with news that at first didn’t surprise then plainly shocked. 
 
    “Mia’s in the hospital. They were in an accident, but it looks like everyone’s gonna be okay.” He drew up to study Max’s expression, his own guarded. “You look damned surprised. What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    What didn’t he know? That’s not the situation Max left behind to return to his regrettably empty bed. So how had it changed from its tragic course? 
 
    To fill the pointed silence, Max mentioned, “Your brother was waiting for Rueben Guedry and didn’t want me to say anything until they’d spoken.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Letting her go naturally.” 
 
    A tremendous shock flashed through quickly narrowed eyes. “And you didn’t think I needed to know that?” 
 
    “Wasn’t my call to make.” 
 
    Cale let that settle in before asking, “Wanna make a trip into town with me?” 
 
    Just the excuse Max needed to go after his own answers.  
 
    – – – 
 
    With a stoic St. Clair at the wheel, Max’s big town car sliced through fog ribbons teasing across the road. In back, Cale continued to explore his worries. 
 
    “Accident?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A low curse. “I shouldn’t have let them stay in the city. It’s not like either of them are under the radar. At least Rico has some sense.” A rather amazed snort at that anomaly. “Ideas on who’s behind it?” 
 
    “Too many. Silas is narrowing it down.” 
 
    “MacCreedy knows? My brother called him?” 
 
    “From the scene. He was closest,” Max added to soothe the poorly-hidden injury. 
 
    “I thought they were safe.” That tore like a bandage off a raw wound. “They looked to me, and I can’t protect them.”  
 
    A humbling admission Max could relate to. And suddenly it became all too clear, like the road ahead as they entered the city. “Protect them by attacking what’s put them in danger.” 
 
    Cale’s quick side glance was followed by a wretched truth. “I don’t have the numbers or the resources.” 
 
    “But you have friends who do.” 
 
    Cale considered that then said simply, “Help me.” 
 
    Max had been two-stepping around this moment since Jacques LaRoche had proclaimed their kind had found its king. He hadn’t asked to be, hadn’t wanted that role. He’d done everything he could think of to diminish his part by bringing Nevada and Memphis into talks of solidarity. He wasn’t a leader, he was a follower, always seeking the background, the anonymity of the shadows where he couldn’t be seen or recognized as their Promised One. Now, he had his own small family to care for. What Cale asked of him would put them in jeopardy. 
 
    But would any of them be safe if even one was threatened? 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Max turned Cale’s request. “Help me protect all of us.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Colin Terriot still slumped in the same waiting area chair with a freshly garbed but no less weary Rueben Guedry at his side. He blinked up at his brother in surprise before guilt crowded his stitched brow. 
 
    “My king, I’m sorry. I should have—” 
 
    “Stop.” Cale brushed aside the apology and placed hands upon broad shoulders to keep him from struggling to stand. “It’s fine. I’m here now.” As he awkwardly crouched to put them on the same level, Cale palmed the back of his brother’s head to pull him close. “I’m here for you both.” 
 
    With a tremendous exhalation, Colin leaned into that security to whisper, “I thought I’d lost them. I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I know. Been there. It’s okay. We got you.” After a long moment, Cale rumpled his brother’s hair. “They said she’s doing good, the baby, too. We’re gonna move her to Dr. LaRoche’s clinic as soon as paperwork’s signed. She’ll be safer there. They’re fixing up a place so you can stay with her.” 
 
    Those shoulders shook as Colin choked out a barely audible, “Thanks.” 
 
    “And while you’re there, Rico’s getting your stuff moved into a suite next to his in Savoie’s high-rise, just for now, ’til things are settled.” 
 
    Cale expected objections, but when his brother leaned back, it was to ask, “Will they ever be? Does it matter where we go?” 
 
    His king glanced up at Max then over at the Guedry leader before answering, “Me, Savoie and Rueben are gonna work on that while you take care of you and yours. Okay?” 
 
    One of the staff interrupted with papers for Colin to sign. When finished, he looked from his king to the far doorway, knees bouncing. Cale cupped his elbows to help him stand, urging, “Go, be with her. We got this. We’ll talk soon, brother.” Then he murmured something privately.  
 
    Whatever Cale whispered brought a bolstering strength rushing through the weary figure.  
 
    “What did you tell him?” the Guedry leader asked after his cousin’s mate limped down the hall. 
 
    “The truth. Time for us to strike back.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Father Michael Furness regarded the trio of visitors with undisguised surprise, and just a hint of wariness. He’d never met the new leader of the Memphis clan but greeted him with a respect due his reputation. The three clan heads hadn’t come to his humble church to ask for salvation of their souls. It was for the resurrection of their kind. He didn’t bother with pleasantries as he gestured for them to follow him to his unpretentious office. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “This needs to end.” Max spoke for them all. 
 
    “I agree. Have you a plan in mind?” 
 
    “Bring her here,” Cale growled as he perched on the edge of one worn chair. Aggression couldn’t quite cover his dread as he subconsciously rubbed at the bite marks she’d scored deeply into his hand. His introduction to the Chosen leader. It was his father, Bram the Beast’s attack on her family that nearly decimated Genevieve Savorie’s line. Destroying the Terriots had become an obsession with the coldly driven ruler of the North. None of them would be safe as long as she lived. “She’ll come for me. I’m bait she can’t resist.” 
 
    Tall, still powerfully framed despite the silver threading through dark hair, Michael Furness was more than a man of God. He’d come to power at Genevieve’s side and had been sent to New Orleans in the unassuming guise to begin searching for those of their kind who’d slipped through their genetic net. Those like Charlotte Caissie and Nica Fraser. The charitable school St. Bartholomew had run for orphans was their vetting ground until those he’d fostered confronted him with the true evil of his intentions. Metaphorically speaking, he’d seen the Light.  
 
    With his calm, competent manner, Furness considered the Terriot king’s suggestion, well-knowing his former compatriot’s weaknesses. But also, her desire for self-preservation now that she had her own artificially produced daughter, Olivia Brady, at her side. He phrased his belief carefully. “She wouldn’t risk herself. She’d send her men for you, to take you to her so she could exact her revenge, which would not be quick or kind and won’t serve our purpose.” 
 
    Seeing his friend pale, Max asked, “What would tempt her into our city?” 
 
    The pseudo-priest regarded him directly. “You. She’d come for you and some secret she thinks you have that’s a danger to her rule. And no, I don’t know what it is, but it has to do with your father. She’s obsessed with something he held over her.” 
 
    Max considered that puzzle carefully. He knew little of the man who’d given him life, a taste of knowledge, but little else before his own treachery had taken his life and his secrets with it. What hold could Rollo Moytes have over his aunt? He knew they’d reunited briefly in Baton Rouge after Rollo took money from him in exchange for a promise to disappear. What the two of them discussed was the unknown Max feared. But for the moment, fact didn’t matter as much as opportunity. 
 
    “Tell her Brady is about to expose something damaging to her to save his own skin and you’re worried about your position here. That, she’ll believe. No honor amongst thieves and all.” Max smiled thinly at Furness. “If you sound a bit disillusioned with the new direction here in New Orleans, she’ll snap that up, wanting to drag you back under her control.” 
 
    “Tell her to come alone,” Rueben suggested, tone soft and silky. His clan had dealt with the North directly, successfully selling them personal protection. He knew how to work their suspicion and greed . . . and survive. “Hint that what you have isn’t something she’d want known.”  
 
    “That she’d want to see to it personally and privately.” Cale’s smile flashed, wide and white with malevolence.  
 
    Furness nodded, musing, “No wonder the three of you are so successful in leading others.” 
 
    “She’ll believe the worst if she thinks we’re at odds and running scared,” Cale spat out like a bad taste.  
 
    From his well-worn desk, in a thrift store chair he’d had for a decade, Furness studied the Terriot king with non-judgmental insight. The profession he’d practiced for decades imbued him with the ability to see beneath surface bravado to the disfiguring marks of fear and doubt. He phrased himself carefully. “Would she be correct thinking that?” 
 
    Surprised, Cale hesitated. After glancing at his fellow clan leaders, he responded with a firm, “No. And that’ll be our advantage. She doesn’t think we’re smart enough or selfless enough to put the needs of all ahead of our own. Big mistake. One she’s not gonna recover from.” 
 
    The collar he wore didn’t insulate Michael Furness from the harsh truth in that summation. What he’d learned in the North had been reinforced by things heard in his confessional about the pride and vanity of both human and shifter psyche. Genevieve suffered from an abundance of both. But she wasn’t careless. Or a fool. 
 
    “We keep this between us,” he suggested. “Trust expands no farther than this room. If we can agree on that, I’ll reach out to her. I have as much at stake here as you, maybe more.” Before they could question that, he added, “And while we put this plan into play, it might be wise to consider what the next step will be after disposing of her. The North won’t remain without a leader for long, and it’s in our interest to be in on that choice of successor.” 
 
    “You think we can trust them to make any lasting compromise?” Cale scoffed. 
 
    “About as much reason as they have to trust you.” 
 
    Considering that, the trio fell silent. After a moment, Cale and Rueben looked to Max, willing to follow his lead. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said at last. “Put things in motion, and we’ll consider what we’d like to see the future bring for us all. Call me when you have her answer. We’ll meet again to discuss ours.” 
 
    The three stepped out into the weak spring sunlight just beginning to crest surrounding rooftops. Rueben restored his black Stetson atop his head, tipping it low to shadow shrewd dark eyes as he posed, “You trust him enough to place all our futures in his hands?” 
 
    “Do you trust me enough to answer that and abide by my decision?” 
 
    Rueben chuckled at Max’s droll return. “I think it requires further examination over that fine brandy Mia said you keep in your study. Just the three of us.” Guedry cut a quick glance at Cale. He obviously didn’t care to be surrounded by a table full of Terriots. 
 
    After a nod from Cale, Max offered, “We’ll dine and drink and talk. Come out to the house at six. I’m sure you remember the way.” 
 
    They weren’t Max’s concern. A very astute and curious Charlotte Caissie was.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cee Cee checked her watch. Two minutes after eight. 
 
    Who was she kidding? The kid wasn’t going to show. Could she blame him? Why would he risk his job security, his very life, for a stranger and trouble he didn’t need? There were no more heroes in the City of New Orleans, no one willing to step up on behalf of a stranger—a dead stranger, at that. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes to ease the burn of an all-nighter then moved that massage to low back as she stretched. Time to catch a few while she could. The first-on-the-scene reports wouldn’t be ready until closer to noon. Home and her bed a dream, reality was a hard cot off the break room where she’d wake with more pains than she went down with. 
 
    “Detective Caissie?” 
 
    She blinked upward in surprise to find DeShawn Coulette next to her desk. In his well-worn casuals, he could have been any kid fighting for a bright future she hoped she wouldn’t interrupt. 
 
    “Thanks for coming in, DeShawn. Let’s take it in back. It’s noisy out here.” And she no longer trusted some of the eyes on her business. 
 
    Rising stiffly, Cee Cee waited until her shifting center of gravity settled before leading the way through the parade of mostly empty desks to one of the interview rooms. She made sure recording was off before gesturing to an uncomfortable chair. “Coffee?” 
 
    “No, thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    Smart and polite. Sometimes she hated her job for forcing kids like Coulette into the line of fire. To put him at ease, she started with the usual wide scope of questions then narrowed them into ones that could get him killed. He answered simply, directly, and articulately. His shift had started at six. Leo arrived at close to nine when the place was full and noisy. DeShawn had taken on extra tables, and Leo was sitting at one of them.  
 
    “Had you seen him in Pour Boy’s before?” 
 
    “He’s a reg, always scoping for a comp drink. He was at the bar on his cell for ’bout ten minutes before he asked ’bout the room. A rez cancelled. Bad juju for him.” 
 
    “How did he seem? Anxious? Eager?” 
 
    “Didn’t pay him much mind. We were slamming, and he ain’t much for tippin’.” His dialect relaxed along with his shoulders. Then he paused, expression thoughtful. “He was looking to hook up when he came in.” 
 
    “With a working girl?” 
 
     “Naw. He be all business. Got all up in the face with one of the staff so she was bitchin’ ’bout it.” 
 
    Cee Cee readied her pen. “Her name?” 
 
    “Valerie Harmon.” He fidgeted. “Could you not tell her I gave her up?” 
 
    She smiled. “No problem. You said he was on his phone. Making calls or getting them?” 
 
    A shrug. “Doan know, but he were loud, and customers complained. Got into it with the bartender when she asked him to take it down.” DeShawn paused, brows lowering then raising in remembrance. “Until he made a call. Then he be like, ‘Drinks on me’ and big smiles.” 
 
    “That’s when he asked for the room.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Glo, the bartender, were laying odds that he scored some big meet from the way he was talking, cuz he asked for the room to do some business. You won’t tell her—” 
 
    “Everything you say to me is confidential.” While he sighed in relief, she dealt out a half dozen photos. “Any of these faces familiar?” 
 
    He studied the lineup of six middle-aged white men. “Sure. Seen ’em all a time or two in for a drink or a meal. But last night,” he finger-tapped one print, “this one. Seen him on the news. Why I ’membered him talking to Glo at the bar.” 
 
    On the edge of her chair, she leaned in. “Think carefully, DeShawn. How close was that to when you heard the shot?” 
 
    “’bout five minutes before.”  
 
    Cee Cee picked up the photo, staring hard into those cool, authoritative eyes. 
 
    Gotcha, you son of a bitch. 
 
    Thoughts of that nap in back fled as quickly as her witness in his hurry to make class on time. Cee Cee compiled her sketched-out notes into a compelling list to draw upon down the line as adrenaline instead of caffeine washed away her exhaustion. With hours to go before she could interview the bartender, she knew she should go home to at least shower and change, but—though she’d yet to admit it—she wasn’t ready to continue the discussion Max wanted to have. She needed to gather her data and organize her talking points before confronting that oh-so-important meeting. She couldn’t do that in the increasingly noisy precinct where the danger of running into her partner before she assembled a game face increased by the minute. 
 
    Tired, emotionally on empty, Cee Cee turned to where she always did for comfort when that rare situation slipped her grasp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    “Looks like you pulled an all-nighter, too.” 
 
    Mary Kate Malone turned at the sound of her best friend’s voice, hand automatically rising to shield old scars carved into the face of a beautiful teen. Defenses dropping, Mary Kate smiled, the gesture weary but welcoming. 
 
    “Status quo for both of us. It’s good to see you, Lottie. I was just heading for coffee. Have you reached your quota yet?” 
 
    “I wish, but it’s off the menu for now. Decaf.” Cee Cee fell in beside her friend as they walked the busy hall of the Institute where, as Sister Catherine, Mary Kate aided Susanna LaRoche in work both medical and spiritual. “Are you just coming in or going home?” 
 
    Cee Cee caught her wry smile. “What’s the difference? When aren’t we on the job?” 
 
    “What job is that these days, M.K.?” 
 
    A cynical chuckle. “That’s the question, isn’t it? For both of us.” She directed the way into the unusually quiet breakroom where comfortable couches and fresh brew beckoned body and soul.  
 
    Cee Cee collapsed into the welcoming cushions, ready to unburden both. But first her inquiring mind had to know.  
 
    “What’s with the change of habit?” Since her friend had taken her vows, she’d rarely seen Mary Kate in street clothes except within the apartment Cee Cee didn’t visit as often as she should. Today, baby-fine blonde hair was worn loose about the shoulders of a hunter-green sweater and skirt set with tall saddle-brown boots. Flashes of gold winked at her ears with each turn of her head. And if Cee Cee wasn’t mistaken, that was lipstick softening the line of usually worry-thinned lips. It was like looking at the friend she’d lost half a lifetime ago. 
 
    No telltale flush of guilt as she answered. “It started to chafe so much I’m considering a new direction.” 
 
    Eyebrows pole vaulted. Cee Cee took the offered cup with a, “Seriously? Time for an overdue confession.” She patted the spot beside her. “It’s Tibideaux, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mary Kate blushed at the mention of her plutonic roommate, though bright blue eyes sparkled as she took a seat. “We have feelings for each other.” 
 
    Cee Cee snorted. “No kidding.”  
 
    “I’m not supposed to have them.” Her friend glanced toward the open doorway then spilled, “But I do . . . not that anything has happened. Not yet.” 
 
    Like when Max Savoie had sent her entire solar system spinning out of control. Cee Cee groaned, “You’re flesh and blood, not one of those pious statues. It’s not a bad or a wrong thing. He’s a good guy who’s head over heels for you, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    Her deepening blush blabbed that she had. “What I want to do about it is against every vow I took when I gave my life to a higher purpose.” A staunch argument for her own benefit or that of her insightful confidant? 
 
    “You still have purpose. Here.” Tone gentling, Cee Cee gestured widely to encompass the Institute. “You’ve served your time, paid your damned dues.” Resentment for those shared years as guests of the Church instead of a secure home lent vitriol to her familiar argument. 
 
    “It’s not prison, Lottie,” Mary Kate reminded, brows lowering in a reprimand that stung like the whack of a ruler. 
 
    “Really?” When her friend ignored the jab, Cee Cee tried a more tactful avenue. “Have you talked to Father Mike, or are you afraid he’d just re-indoctrinate you with more Kool-Aid?” 
 
    “No,” came her surprising meek reply, “just the opposite.” 
 
    Slender form slumped into the cushions beside her on a heavy sigh. “We’ve both been hiding who we really are, pretending the good we do is for others rather than our own salvation.” 
 
    Charlotte pressed her hand, startled by how fiercely the other grabbed on and held tight. “None of us are selfless or saints. We’re all flawed and afraid of being outed for the frauds we are.” 
 
    “Not you.” Mary Kate’s smile chided, holding her to a higher standard than she deserved. “You’ve always been brutally honest, especially with yourself.” A weighty pause. “What’s changed?” 
 
    Cee Cee huffed out her frustrations. “Everything. Who I thought I was, what I planned to be, every belief I was raised to uphold. I used to know the good guys from the bad. Now, I’m having a hard time believing good of anyone.” Of Warren Brady, whom she’d admired and emulated; of Alain Babineau, whom she’d trusted with her life and her secrets; of her father, whose ethics had guided her every choice . . . until she’d met and been mesmerized by a certain Mobster’s bodyguard. “There aren’t any more heroes, Mary Kate, just varying shades of villains.” 
 
    “Not villains.” Kind eyes softened. “Just people, flawed because of their humanity.” 
 
    Her laugh battled the heaviness about her heart, losing badly. “Not even that’s true. Walking upright doesn’t separate men or women from beasts anymore.” 
 
    “Does that change who you know them to be?” 
 
    “No.” A softly admitted truth. “And I’m wondering why it doesn’t. Shouldn’t it, Mary Kate, considering the things I’ve seen, that I’ve learned about myself, that I take for granted when I should run screaming in the other direction?” 
 
    Mary Kate chuckled, blue eyes brightening with pride. “You’ve never run from anything in your entire life. I so envied that about you. You never second guessed, just jumped in to do what was right.” 
 
    Cee Cee shook her head, wishing she could be so certain. “Right for me. When did it stop being for the greater good?” 
 
    “Probably when you found out there was no such thing. There’s only the best you can do to protect those you love and those who deserve better. That’s all any of us can do. And we can do it without a badge, without a crucifix, without guilt.” 
 
    Cee Cee bolted upright, wide eyes seeing clearly. “You’ve decided. You’re leaving the Church.” That altered state of being sent her moral compass spinning. 
 
    A slightly sad smile. “Just the institution, not the beliefs or the works. I started the process yesterday. I can’t be true to things I stand for unless I accept the things I am.” 
 
    “Wow,” was all she could think to whisper. 
 
    “Don’t be disappointed.” Features puckering, Mary Kate snatched up the coffee-free hand to confess, “I’ve always been the weak one when you’ve been so strong. I hid inside the strength of religion because I couldn’t face what happened to us, not like you did.” 
 
    If she expected to be shamed or comforted, Cee Cee quickly schooled her. “Bullshit. I was out on the streets hiding my fear under a crap ton of anger. You rebuilt your strength through others, for others, those who understood what it was like to be helpless and alone. We’ve both done the best we could to rise above what was done to us. We did it by not letting it beat us, by defending those who can’t defend themselves. You had God, I had Max Savoie.” She couldn’t miss the way that comparison had her friend rearing back as if shocked by a truth they’d both recognized. “Neither of us could have done it alone, and neither of us could stand by and do nothing.” 
 
    Mary Kate blinked, skepticism slowly maturing into a future-altering revelation about her world and her place in it as Cee Cee continued. 
 
    “We aren’t victims, M.K. We fight for them until they can fight for themselves. I think that makes us pretty damned awesome, don’t you?” 
 
    A slow, spreading smile. “Yes, we are.”  
 
    “So, what are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “Stop whining and start living for ourselves as well as for others?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Mary Kate smiled, a hopeful dazzle returning to her bright blue eyes. Cee Cee hadn’t seen it there since they’d been teens walking home from a basketball game. The resurgence prompted her to suggest, “We should go out to dinner, the four of us.” 
 
    “In public?” 
 
    Amused by her shock, Cee Cee drawled, “That’s what couples do. At least I think so. Max and I have hardly seen each other lately, so I’m not sure we’d remember how they behave.” 
 
    Mary Kate pounced, eager to turn the conversation from her own backyard. “Oh? Since when?” 
 
    “Something always seems to come up between us.” 
 
    Frowning at that vague response, Mary Kate coaxed, “Something like that very domestic baby bump?” 
 
    She hadn’t wanted to think so, but when Mary Kate put it out there, it seemed as obvious as her ripening condition. “Things are different now,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    “Of course, they are. They should be. In a good way.” But as dampness welled in her friend’s dark eyes, she added, “Or aren’t they? Because of your job? Does he want you to quit?” 
 
    “We’re still dancing around the issue. My job, his job, this city . . . there aren’t any safe options. This is a terrible time to bring a defenseless new life into an ugly, dangerous world.” She choked off words she could never take back once spoken as Mary Kate reflected upon the impact of them. Trying to deflect her guilt and shame, Cee Cee sighed, “These are brutal times, and they aren’t going to get any better. I don’t want Max to become my father or Colin Terriot.” 
 
    “Your father didn’t choose to leave you, and Colin is fine. I don’t understand—” 
 
    “Colin is not fine. Everything that mattered to him was ripped away because of the lives we’re living. The woman he loved died with their unborn child! Probably because they came here to aid our cause!” 
 
    “Lottie, he’s down the hall waiting for Mia to recover. Their baby is fine.” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “Her vitals improved last night. She opened her eyes. Cale brought her here so they’d be better protected until she’s strong enough to leave.” 
 
    Evading Mary Kate’s snatch at her sleeve, Cee Cee leapt up, unwilling to believe until she saw for herself.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Mia Guedrey Terriot rested more comfortably within her natural sleep than her mate cramped in a bedside chair, his head nodding in a battle against fatigue. The rollaway tucked behind him remained unused, too far away to grant him the feel of her warm hand within the curl of his own. Cee Cee got that. She’d had her own share of restless, bone-weary nights.  
 
    Awareness of her in the doorway came instinctively to a predator more recently turned prey. Broad shoulders squared, channeling readiness even before he glanced her way. She hadn’t gone inside that hospital room the night before, so the effects of trauma and personal suffering marring his perfect features set her back a step then tore her heart wide open. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you.” 
 
    Tension trickled down to crushing fatigue. “S’okay.” Blackened eyes targeted the Styrofoam container she extended. 
 
    “From the staff kitchen. Not gourmet but it’s hot. Thought you’d be getting hungry but not enough to leave.” 
 
    Unguarded surprise changed dulled green eyes to a sheen of emerald brilliance. “Thanks.”  
 
    Once he tasted that first fork-full, Colin devoured the meal with ravenous intensity, frowning at the juice provided in lieu of caffeine but drinking it down. With protein and sugar doing their thing, he regarded her with his usual caution. 
 
    “Visiting for personal or professional reasons, Detective?” 
 
    “Both. I was at the hospital last night with Max but didn’t want to intrude. I wasn’t expecting this visit to be a happy occasion.” 
 
    A world-class closed book of “You don’t need to know”, he hedged, “I have no answer, and sure as hell am not going to demand one. I have them back. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    There it was, just for an instant. A tiny spark of uneasiness flickered through Colin’s unblinking stare, just enough to alert her to a lie but not the reason for it. Cee Cee let it pass, filing it away as something to address at a better time and place. She smiled to back down his guarded nature to that of anxious rather than hackled mate. 
 
    “I don’t blame you. You don’t poke at Fate when it’s in your favor.” As his posture relaxed, she changed focus. “What do you remember before the—incident?” Impact was her first pick of words but despite his stoic front, she intuited the need for a kinder, gentler approach. 
 
    Though ragged, exhausted, and emotionally bruised, the Terriot prince lasered a bullshit-piercing stare. “You asking as a friend or a professional?” 
 
    “I’m always a bit of both. Can’t separate them. Just like an anxious mate and a cautious prince. We want the same thing, Colin—to find who did this and see them punished. Whether you do it or I do, it doesn’t matter to me long as it’s done. Are we on the same page here?” 
 
    A twitch of lips that could launch a thousand sighs. “Yeah, we are.” He puffed out a breath. “Silas stopped in to see me yesterday.” 
 
    Cee Cee listened to the deets, struggling to suppress a sinking dismay as the list of suspects rolled out. Her conclusions mirrored his when narrowed down to that same common denominator neither wanted to recognize or add. 
 
    Dammit! Alain Babineau. 
 
    A soft mutter from the bed claimed Colin’s attention. He surged up to bend close as lashes fluttered, wanting his to be the first face she saw. His smile spread as dark eyes opened, unfocused at first then clearing. 
 
    “I’m here, Mia. It’s Colin. You and the baby are fine.” 
 
    Brows furrowed. “Baby . . .? What?” 
 
    “It’s okay. We were in an accident.” His deep voice choked then strengthened again. “Everything’s all right now.”  
 
    Breaths quickened. “Colin.” She spoke his name, trying out the sound of it. As his smile spread and his eyes began to glisten, she whispered, “I-I don’t know you,” turning her head away as awareness faded.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cee Cee sat in quiet support as Colin prowled the confines of Susanna LaRoche’s office. She’d had to drag him there. 
 
    “It’s not unusual with a head injury,” the doctor explained. “As the brain heals itself, she may experience lapses of memory, confusion.” 
 
    He paused in his restless pacing. “But she’ll remember.” His tone demanded. His gaze begged confirmation. 
 
    Refusing to be pushed for a definitive, Susanna smiled to ease the way into words he wouldn’t want to hear. “It’s way too early for this discussion, Colin. Her vitals are strong. Her test results are amazing. We’ve every reason to hope her recovery will be complete.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “You need to be patient.” As uncompromising as a corrective swat on the nose. “Be a calm, supportive presence. Answer her questions. Don’t make demands. Can you do that? That’s what she needs right now.” 
 
    After a deep, steadying breath that shivered out from his soul, he vowed, “Yes.” 
 
    “Go home. Shower, change, sleep. We’ll be doing more comprehensive tests, so there’s no need for you to be here until mid-afternoon.” 
 
    Cee Cee curtailed any argument. “I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Good. If you want to help her, Colin, don’t push for the results you need. This isn’t about you. It’s about what’s best for her.” 
 
    A forceful breath and an affirming, “What’s best for her.” 
 
    “We’ll talk again later this afternoon. Much later.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Slumped next to her in the flashy Camaro, Colin muttered, “Rico moved our stuff into Savoie’s building. To keep us safe. Kinda closing that barn door too late. I don’t exactly know where home is, except in there, next to her.” 
 
    Cee Cee started the rumbling engine. “Easy fix.” 
 
    Once she cued up his number, she wasn’t sure what to say to Max without getting in over her head, especially when the low drawl of his voice had her pulse frantically treading water, so she kept it short, “I’m taking Colin to the Towers. I need a code and a room number.” 
 
    A pause then he provided, “I’ll text you,” followed by a deeper promise, “and meet you there.” 
 
    By the time they pulled into the underground parking structure, the Terriot prince was snoring with earthquake intensity. When she shut off the engine, he blinked awake, instantly alert. Wordlessly, he followed her to the elevator, watched her key in the sequence of numbers and rode up, stoic and silent. Until they reached their floor, where Amber James waited to take him into her arms, holding him, head to her strong shoulder. He leaned, but only for a moment. 
 
    Stepping back, she took his elbow to steer him down the short hall to the single door at its end, explaining, “The apartment’s a mirror of ours,” as she tapped in the entry code. “We put what we could away for you. There’s food in the fridge and medicinal alcohol.” When he didn’t smile at that, she rubbed a palm between broad shoulders struggling with the weight of his worry. “We’re right on the other side of the elevator. I wrote down our code for you. Just punch it in on the opposite panel, walk through, and you’re at our front door.” 
 
    He went straight to the kitchen area and popped a top, drinking deeply down to the bottom of a well both women knew couldn’t be filled until his other half stood beside him. 
 
    “Got one of those for me?” 
 
    Colin took out two more cans, passing one to the newly-arrived New Orleans clan leader before heading into the living area. Perched on one of the matching chairs’ edges, he looked anything but weary as he regarded Max. 
 
    “Who did this? I need to know.” 
 
    While Max guided Cee Cee to the adjacent couch with an electrifying touch of his fingertips to the center of her back, Amber bent to touch a kiss upon Colin’s stitched brow, whispering, “We’re right next door. Get some rest. Frederick will drive you back to see her once you get some sleep. Okay?” After his stiff nod, she stroked his hair, nodding good-byes to the other couple. 
 
    When it was just the three of them, Max cut right to it. 
 
    “Who brought her back?” 
 
    “I thought it was a dream.” Slowly, with an edgy caution, Colin relayed what he remembered through a filter of worry and exhaustion, concluding with, “I don’t care who it was or what their agenda is. I had to have her back . . . them back.” 
 
    But it mattered a great deal. They all knew it. 
 
    “I’ll step away,” Colin decided for them. “I won’t let someone use me to influence what happens to our people. Until this is over, you have to regard me as a danger to all of you.” 
 
    “That’s not really neces—” 
 
    He cut off Cee Cee’s sentiments. “Yes, it is. I’m compromised. You can’t trust me. You can’t depend on me to put our goals first. Not after this. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No,” Max absolved him, “don’t be. You’re honest. That’s why you were so valuable to us. You have different priorities now. None of us consider them any less important. Do not apologize.” 
 
    Colin held his stare for a long, focused moment then nodded, features taut with regret. “I wanted to be a part of this good thing you’re doing.” 
 
    “You have been,” Max insisted. “You will be. You’re a keeper of our next generation.” And as he spoke, Max’s fingers laced through Cee Cee’s to squeeze tight. Before she could respond, he let go and stood. “We need to get busy answering your question. Detective, I’ll walk out with you.” 
 
    She rose without looking at him to address the now slumped Terriot in a firm tone. He didn’t need her sympathy. “Rest. Keep us posted. You’re part of our family now.” 
 
    Eyes shimmering, Colin nodded as the door closed on his worries. 
 
    The ride down had Max and Charlotte cautiously separate in more than just distance. Neither knew how to cross that testy space because neither knew the cause.  
 
    “Who has the juice to raise the dead?” 
 
    Max snuck a glance at the stoic features of the woman standing close but impossibly distant. Business, it is. “Pearl, maybe.” Jacques and Susanna’s daughter, who was raised in the North with her mother and had been subjected to the same sort of scientific tests forced upon Max during his captivity, was a supernova of unknown and untapped power. “Silas and Nica together, perhaps, but they say not.” 
 
    “A woman, Colin said. Your aunt?” 
 
    Max frowned at the thought. “I don’t have a sense of her being near. Someone else with an agenda we need to discover.” 
 
    That thought clearly terrified. 
 
    “He’s smart to step back,” she muttered with respect. 
 
    Max nodded. “But it’s a loss to our cause. He has the level head his brothers lack, though Cale’s managed to surprise me lately. Several things have, in fact.” Her distant behavior topped that list. 
 
    “My snitch was killed last night. Maybe a coincidence.” 
 
    After processing news that explained her absence, he asked, “Do you still believe in such things?” 
 
    “I think someone is scrambling to cover loose ends that could bite him . . . or her, in the ass.” 
 
    “Have you found a common denominator, Detective?” 
 
    “One I don’t like to consider. Too soon to share.” 
 
    A comprehensive glance assessed her disheveled appearance and sleep-deprived edginess. “First, go home, shower, have a good meal and rest.” 
 
    The command produced the expected bristling. “I don’t have time for those things.” 
 
    “Do you have time for me, Charlotte?” 
 
    Cee Cee froze, wide dark eyes meeting his with a vulnerable confusion. The door dinged open, and she jumped at the chance to escape giving that answer. As she strode away, she called over her shoulder, “I have an interview. Don’t know when I’ll be home.” 
 
    “I’ll wait up.” 
 
    Whether threat or promise, she nodded. Then, without looking back at what she left behind, long strides carried her briskly away.  
 
    Leaving unfinished business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Home, sweet home. 
 
    Delicious silence greeted Cee Cee as she crossed the black and white tiles of the entry hall and started up the gentle twist of stairs. Everyone in the smoothly run household knew of her presence, but wisely left her alone. She ignored the quiet nudge asking if it was what she truly needed. 
 
    After a long shower and a few hours searching for the restorative sleep her complaining feet, back and brain needed, Charlotte gave up her restless tossing for cool mid-afternoon spring air on the main floor veranda, nodding to Helen as the older woman placed sweet tea and a hefty BBQ pulled pork with coleslaw sandwich on the table to feed body if not spirit. Sighing out her troubles, she lost herself in the study of a bright new season determinedly pushing its way out from bare flower beds and tree branches. An apt analogy for her own endeavors. 
 
    “My favorite time of year.” 
 
    Cee Cee glanced up and smiled at the Terriot queen. She looked deceptively young and fragile in Cale’s black sweatshirt over floral-patterned yoga pants, with hair clipped up in a messy bun.  
 
    “Mine, too,” the detective replied. “New beginnings.” 
 
    “Rebirth,” the pretty blonde agreed with a rub of her belly. “Or just plain birth. Sooner rather than later, I hope.” When expression turned from wistful to worried, Cee Cee nudged out one of the chairs. Kendra sank into it with a sigh. “This wasn’t where I expected to bring a new life into the world.” 
 
    Remembering what the other had endured put Cee Cee’s troubles into perspective. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    Conversation paused as the housekeeper returned with another lunch and a smile for their guest, high praise from the usually stoic female who’d worked for Jimmy even before Max had come to the house. Efficient steps cushioned by hot pink athletic shoes to compliment the sporty collared shirt and cropped pants she wore, the gracefully-aging housekeeper could have served as a spokeswoman for the LPGA. Any trace of normalcy Max had received growing up had come from her care. In Cee Cee’s book, nothing could ever repay that kindness.  
 
    Once Helen returned inside, Kendra continued to unburden her heart, musing quietly, “We’ve lost much . . . so many memories . . . some good, some not so good. This little one will never know our way of life.” Before Cee Cee could offer sympathy, the exiled queen gave a cynical sniff. “Maybe that’s not a bad thing. Not all my memories of home are good ones.” After a pensive moment picking at the edges of her sandwich, she asked, “Is this where you expected to raise a child?” 
 
    Cee Cee’s laugh burst out, loud and irreverent, freeing all the tension of the past few days as she admitted, “I never expected it at all. Not exactly mom material.” 
 
    “But you are,” Kendra argued gently. “You’ve been mothering the city’s citizens since you were what, a child yourself?” 
 
    She chuckled at that strangely apt perception. “Pretty much, I guess. But that doesn’t mean I’ll be good at it.” 
 
    Rubbing the diamond she wore in one ear, it’s mate affixed in Cale’s, Kendra assured, “You’ll do fine. We both will. Nothing’s easy being with the men we chose. Not with the burdens they carry. But would we have it any other way?” When she got no response, she studied her hostess more carefully, her kind yet probing intensity forcing the detective to dig deep for her own answer as she pretended to enjoy her pulled pork. 
 
    Would she? Would she turn back the clock if she could, to walk away from her husband/mate and all the stunning, frightening, and yes, exciting challenges he’d brought into her lonely, regimented life? The comfort and intimacy of his daily presence, the huge supernatural community that surrounded and included her, the grounding welcome of a home and family and the plus-one-more she carried? 
 
    Before Cee Cee could reassure her friend, and herself, with an answer, the sound of uneven bootsteps swiveled Kendra’s attention toward open full-length doors. As heat and emotion flooded through the gentle blonde, an uncomfortable awareness of its recent absence in her own life knotted in her throat.  
 
    “Hey, baby.” Tenderness rumbled through that soft greeting as Cale bumped up against the back of his queen’s chair. Strong arms encircled as he took up her hands in his, bending to breathe in the scent of her with eyes closed. Resting his head upon her shoulder, he drew strength, comfort, and peace from his other half as she stroked the bristle of his hair. 
 
    “How’s your brother?” 
 
    A deep inhale and heavy sigh. “Stronger than I’d be. He’s stepped back from clan business to stay with her.” 
 
    “That troubles you?” Fingertips soothed a furrowed brow. 
 
    “No. It’s a relief. It’s what I’d do. He’s where he needs to be. Rico’s close. He’ll watch over them.” 
 
    “Good. Go upstairs, shower, rest. I’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    A husky chuckle. “To assist with both?” 
 
    Her kiss brushed his cheek. “It’s where I need to be.” 
 
    Cee Cee looked from the tender couple into her own heart. The simple honesty of their relationship contrasted painfully with the complexity of her own. She managed a smile as Cale straightened and drew back his mate’s chair so she could stand, tucking herself within the circle of his arm to both support him and reassure herself. What pierced Cee Cee’s emotions was envy. 
 
    “Savoie asked me to tell you he’s meeting with Rueben and some others of his clan and won’t be home ’til later. Then the three of us are having drinks here.” 
 
    The message wasn’t a surprise. What surprised was how much it hurt to hear it from another instead of the source. Was that what things had come to, messages instead of moments? 
 
    Her smile deflected her anguish. “I’ve got an interview to do, anyway.” 
 
    Cale studied her longer than he needed to, gracious enough not to call his hostess on her bullshit. Instead, he offered, “Savoie’s no fool. He’s a lucky man. Takes one to know one.” Then, he swiveled his mate around, with a bump of his hip, leaving the detective to cling to those words.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Her interview meant returning to the city, to the Pour House where Gloria Joublanc worked the bar the way a stripper did a pole, with sinuous moves and beckoning smiles that encouraged tips. While acres of flawless midnight skin flashed beneath close-shorn peroxided hair, logo-emblazoned tank top, and shorty shorts, piercing dark eyes and muscle-packed arms warned against unwanted attention. With a quick buff of the bar top, she placed a paper coaster in front of Cee Cee, topping it with a glass of seltzer water. 
 
    “Cop?” 
 
    “How’chu know?” 
 
    A flash of strong teeth. “I read folks. My superpower.” 
 
    “What kind of writing on the wall did you get from Leo Pomarelli the other night when he was at the bar?” 
 
    An uncharitable snort. “Same story every damned time. His lucky night. Big score. Meetin’ people, makin’ money, goin’ places.” She made a dismissive gesture. “Don’t wanna be dissing on the dead, but dat boy weren’t goin’ nowhere but a forever after in Holt.”  
 
    Cee Cee nodded at her reference to a pauper’s burial in New Orleans’ Potter’s Field. 
 
    “Hey, Glo! How ’bout annuder Dixie!” 
 
    Heading to the end of the bar, Gloria started making small talk and refreshing drinks but eventually drifted back to continue. “Doan know who he were on the phone with. Musta been bad news cuz I had to tell him more dan once to take it down.” 
 
    “Did you overhear anything that stood out?” 
 
    Brows lowered thoughtfully. “Bebés. He were talkin’ ’bout bebés. Were askin’ when dey’d be movin’ dem up north cuz he found da one dey’d been looking for and were gonna get paid plenty.” 
 
    “Those were his words? ‘The one they’d been looking for?’ Think carefully. This is important.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. Jus’ like dat.”  
 
    The rest played out in a colorful retelling. On the first call, he’d ranted and made threats, on the next, he was all confident swagger. That’s when he asked for the room. 
 
    “Do you know who Warren Brady is?” 
 
    “He one a yours. I seed ’im that night. He come up to da bar, had Jack ’n water. I gots busy and when I comes back, jus his drink be dare.” 
 
    So, it could have been Brady. But still no proof. Cee Cee eyed the layout of the room, mentally placing each participant, moving them about with a sweeping glance. Something was missing. 
 
    “Anyone else who may have seen something?” 
 
    “Maybe Val. Val Harmon. She ’posed to be here an hour ago. Jus’ din show. Dat girl, she never not come in.” 
 
    When asked for her address, Glo hesitated. With a practiced smile Cee Cee assured, “I’m sure it’s nothing. I want to check with her in case she has some information.” 
 
    Whatever information Valerie Harmon might have had went to the morgue with her. And Cee Cee followed.  
 
    – – – 
 
     “You got a TOD, Dev?” 
 
    Chief Medical Examiner Devlin Devion glanced up at his pseudo-goddaughter, taking the offered cup of coffee with a grateful smile. Using his free hand, he gestured to photos from the scene and the naked female on his table. Cee Cee wondered if she’d ever stop taking that sight personally. She hoped not. 
 
    “Neighbors heard the shot and called it in.” 
 
    Cee Cee held her game face as he relayed the time. The significance didn’t escape her. About fifteen minutes after DeShawn Collette walked into the 5th District to meet with her. 
 
    “Any other physical trauma?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Single tap to the forehead probably the second she opened the door. Clean and professional.” 
 
    “Anyone go inside?” 
 
    “No. Just one and done. Follow-up canvas is in the works, but our shooter didn’t want to be seen, so don’t get your hopes up.” He studied her furrowed expression. “Part of an ongoing?” 
 
    “She is now.” Someone was covering their tracks. Cee Cee needed to move fast to protect DeShawn Collette and Gloria Joublanc. “Thanks, Dev. Keep me posted.” 
 
    He wouldn’t be dismissed that easily, moving their convo from professional to personal. “When did you last have a meal and catch a few hours, Lottie?” 
 
    “Just had lunch at home.” She smiled, brushing off his concern. “I’m fine. You know me, on the scent.” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes, I do. How’s Savoie?” 
 
    How would I know? Cee Cee managed a tight fib. “Fine. Working on some stuff of his own.” 
 
    A nod to her belly. “You take care of that little one. I’m looking forward to becoming an honorary uncle.”  
 
    She grinned, the T-rail of tension in her shoulders relaxing. “Looking forward to an experienced babysitter 
 
    – – – 
 
    So, Leo had told a mysterious someone on the phone that he’d found “the one.” The one what? He could’ve meant anything, but a sick feeling in Cee Cee’s gut tied it to her case of murdered mothers and missing new- or soon-to-be borns . . . who had genetics like her own child’s case study planted in with the others. 
 
    Their snitch had known her identity. Had he unwisely shared that information in his hopes of a big payday, information that guaranteed his own death and placed her and her baby in his killer’s crosshairs?  
 
    From Dovion, she took her suspicions straight to her district commander who, as usual, was indulging his bad habit of staying late over too many cups of coffee and paperwork that would never run out. Habits they shared. She called him “Uncle Byron” when they were alone. But his question held no familial gentleness.  
 
    “Are you requesting permission to use yourself and your child as bait?” Immediately, her stance squared up. When she remained silent, he asked, “And would the child’s father be agreeable to this endangerment?” 
 
    Max? Would he approve of her dangling his heir to lure a killer? When a convenient lie would serve her purpose, she respectfully said, “No, sir. I can’t think that he would.”  
 
    Did she imagine the slight quirk of a smile at evidence of sterling character in the former mobster he wanted to despise? Carefully controlling his tone, Byron Atcliff countered, “And you propose what, Detective? That we don’t tell him?” 
 
    “Of course not, sir.” Such a thing could never be forgiven. 
 
    “So, where are you going with this?” 
 
    She took a breath and stepped out onto thin matrimonial ice. “My husband is not without talents and resources. If you’d allow him a sideline spot to ensure himself of my safety, he might be convinced to provide useful information.” 
 
    “Max Savoie is going to snitch on his former colleagues?” Brows soared incredulously. 
 
    “Oh, hell no! . . . sir,” she amended quickly. “And they were Jimmy Legere’s colleagues, not his, not by choice anyway. But he knows the rotten fruit that falls from these particular trees.” 
 
    Atcliff leaned back in his chair, fingertips steepled. “I thought the two of you stayed out of each other’s business. Has that changed?” 
 
    “No, sir. But in this case, I’m already compromised. He won’t allow me to go unprotected, even if it means aiding those I work for. You can hardly fault him for that.” 
 
    Lips thinned. Finally, he said with the crisp authority of the insignia on his knife-edged white shirt, “You will apprise me of everything first. You’ll take no actions on your own. I will not lose a valuable member of my team.” He hesitated before adding more quietly, “Or risk the wrath of my family if anything happens to you or that baby.” 
 
    She contained her smile behind a throat clearing. “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “And I want to hear from Savoie, personally, that he agrees. I don’t need him coming after my spleen in the dark.” 
 
    “If he wanted it, sir, he’d do it in broad daylight.” 
 
    Atcliff didn’t see the humor. “I don’t approve, but I won’t forbid you from following your instincts. Considering who might be involved,” meaning Brady since he’d read her report, “we’ll pursue every lead aggressively. I want detailed accounts of Savoie’s activities. This is the kind of thing that could slap back at us in a Karen Crawford scandal rant. We will not be embarrassed by that woman, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Now, to convince Max.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Down at the waterfront, Giles St. Clair and Rueben Guedry’s mohawked enforcer, T-Ray Roux exchanged scowling glances where they stood, bristling sentinels at the closed office door of Cheveux du Chien. Inside, the leaders of the New Orleans and Memphis clans relaxed on separate sections of the leather couch as if the best buds they pretended to be in front of Cale. Now alone, the kid gloves slipped off. 
 
    “Let’s say,” Max began, “that you’re not supporting this alliance between our clans.” 
 
    “That what you’re thinking?” Rueben flipped back on him with practiced ease. Everything about Rueben Guedrey was easy, from his casually styled black hair, steady dark stare and slight smile to the lazy drawl and languid posture of his long form. But none of that fooled Max. 
 
    “Let’s say you’re not thinking the same thing about me. We can agree that the Terriots are a moot point.” He let that smoothly posed misconception dangle, curious to see how the other would respond. 
 
    Rueben’s chuckle rolled out, as deceptively mellow as the whiskey in his glass. “A smart man would never count the likes of them out of a fight. They’re tough to grind down. Believe me, my family has tried. If the world ends tomorrow, three things can be counted on to survive—Cockroaches, Twinkies and Terriots. But for the moment, they don’t appear to be a threat.” 
 
    “How ’boutchu? You planning to be a bother to me and mine?” 
 
    “Thought we’d agreed to a truce.” The relaxed pose remained, but coal-black eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Agreeing and abiding are two very different animals. You’ve a history with the North as well-paid mercenaries to their cause. A smart man’d still be thinking with me and mine out of the way, the road to the Gulf and unlimited trade would be there for the taking.” 
 
    With a silky smile, Rueben allowed, “And that’d be true ’cept for one thing. You and me, we’ve both been on a leash for someone else’s gain. Can’t say I much liked it, how ’bout you?” 
 
    Though Max didn’t reply, the chafe of that constriction rubbed his mood raw. 
 
    “And you’d be wrong ’bout another thing,” Rueben continued. “It ain’t about you and yours and me and mine. ‘Ours’ started with that fella right there,” the Memphis leader hooked a thumb toward a startled Giles, “and the future his wife carries. That’s our next generation. And his sister and me, well that might lead to another reason for us to take care of each other’s interests.” 
 
    Giles took a menacing step away from the door, looking every dangerous inch the former leg breaker for Jimmy Legere as he growled, “You and Corriene?” 
 
    Another unconcerned chuckle. “I suggest you take that up with her. Think you’ll find she’s a woman with an independent mind. And happens I find your cousin Boyd a right handy fella to have around.” 
 
    A subtle wave from Max backed his bodyguard down to a simmer, allowing Rueben to continue. 
 
    “We’ve our differences, Savoie. Always will. But we both want the same future for our families. We’re not strong enough to hold onto it alone, but we put our resources together behind Terriot teeth we stand a chance of protecting what we have.” 
 
    “Holding on isn’t enough.” Giving time for that to sink in deep, Max added, “Even if we take out my aunt, another’ll replace her.” 
 
    Black brows soared. “You want to take it to them. To destroy them?” 
 
    “No. To join them for the good of all our kind.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The five Terriot brothers gathered at Colin’s, overflowing the living space while a recovering Mia napped in the bedroom. After a still exhausted Colin assured that her strength was returning more rapidly than her memory, conversation centered on immediate issues. 
 
    “What’ve you found out, Row?” Kip asked, checking his watch for the dozenth time since arriving. Worry over leaving his new mate and younger siblings alone with their grandmother while Warren Brady was free on bail divided his attention. 
 
    Turow drew a breath and released it slowly, frustration evident in his weary tone. “No word on where Stephen and Lee have stashed our father. No suspicious activity around the casino from what Sylvia’s seen. She’s got the place locked down tight. Things are quiet in our compound. Apparently, the insurance investigation is complete.” 
 
    Silence met that grim finality. 
 
    “And a complete lie,” Rico muttered, his bitterness earning agreeing nods. “Have more of the family checked in?” 
 
    Kip sighed. “Not yet. Either they’re hiding deep, haven’t found someplace safe to set up, or . . . what we have is all that’s left. Or are loyal to our father.”  
 
    “How do we even know the old man is still in Nevada?” Realizing how sharp his words were, Colin amended, “It’s what we’re all thinking. Worrying we’ll turn around and he’ll be there waiting to take our heads. Lee and Stevie . . . I still can’t believe they’d be so damned stupid.” 
 
    “Stupid, greedy or just plain scared,” Rico muttered. 
 
    “Stupid,” Colin insisted, “not to realize they’ll be the first ones he turns on when everything goes to shit. And where will their families be then?” 
 
    Cale settled the matter. “They’ll still be our family. I need to know where they are so we can at least take in their mates and children if the worst happens.” Something in his heavy tone sharpened their attention, prefacing a heavy, “We need to talk. No, I need you to listen.” 
 
    Silence. They all looked to him. When he didn’t begin at once, Kip urged, “What is it, my king?” 
 
    Cale laid it out, voice flat and firm. “Our home is destroyed, our legacy in doubt, our people dead or scattered. We need a leader who’ll save what’s left so we can begin again.” 
 
    In a blink, Colin got up close and very personal, fury pounding through his words. “You expect us to bend a knee to that crazy tyrant again? No! Hell, no!”  
 
    Row looked between them, taking in their nuances before quietly voicing, “Col, that’s not what he’s doing.” 
 
    Hard eyes focused on him with sniper scope intensity. “You’re taking his side in this? Why am I surprised?” Colin snarled.  
 
    “Colin?” 
 
    He jerked around as if pulled by invisible ties, expression washed clean of anger. A rapidly filling stare took in the sight of his mate, and the significance of recognition in her dark eyes undid him. In quick strides, he reached her where she wobbled unsteadily at the opening to the hall. 
 
    “What’s happened? Why are you fighting?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” he insisted, tone gentle, smile calming as his big hands palmed her shoulders. “Let me get you back to bed.” 
 
    “No,” she argued with a wonderful snap of fire. “I’m staying. I have a part in this, too.” 
 
    Rico leapt up, offering his spot on the loveseat so Colin could settle with Mia curled against him, her head nestled upon his chest. Still, he tensed at Cale’s approach, not ready to let go of his argument. 
 
    “We will never return to our father’s leash.” When their king’s assurance drained the resistance from those broad shoulders, Cale addressed them all. “But there are those who will.” A stark truth none could argue. “I don’t blame them. They’re afraid. They’ve risked everything on promises I’ve broken. They’ll run toward the illusion he’ll offer, of what we had . . . and I lost. He’ll prey upon their fear, holding up the glories and strength of his reign to comfort them into forgetting what a monster he is. They’ll want to believe those days will return, and by the time they realize it’s a lie, it’ll be too late. We can’t save them from him if we can’t offer something better—stronger—to believe in.” 
 
    “We follow you,” Turow vowed, tone pitched low and steady. 
 
    After a long, silent moment, Colin nodded. “We stay together. In all things, or we all fall separately.” With a quiet humility, he whispered, “I’m a fool. Forgive me.” 
 
    Cale brushed his apology aside, growling, “Don’t be an ass,” as he took a seat at the breakfast bar and helped himself to an endless supply of coffee. “I’ve pledged us to Savoie, not out of the desperation we had when we first came to his door, but for combined power and resources.” He let that sink in, giving them time to push away the remembered shame of kneeling before the New Orleans leader on that hopeless night their world collapsed. Savoie had rescued their dignity then, their brother strengthened that pride now.  
 
    When no opposition arose, Cale continued. “We follow him until our enemy falls. When that’s done, we’ll all have an equal say in how we rebuild and stand together as family, regardless of name or clan. For our kind and our future. To live free.” 
 
    – – – 
 
    Finally, home. Steps weary, heart dragging, Charlotte thought she was alone as she traveled down the dimly lit hall toward the stairs, hoping to find Max waiting above. Time to have that conversation. But low voices pulled her attention toward the open doors of the parlor where Cale and Kendra Terriot faced one another on the sofa, hands laced together.  
 
    “I don’t understand, my king.” 
 
    “Katy, listen to me. Those dreams are gone. They went up in flames. The only thing I can offer you both is an uncertain future where at least we can be together. I’m sorry. I promised so much more.” 
 
    Kendra wouldn’t allow him to turn away from the hands she laid against his face, holding him within the cup of both as she argued passionately, “I don’t care about those promises or a legacy. I care about the man I love, the one I’ve loved since we were children, when who we were didn’t matter to us. It still doesn’t matter. I don’t care if you have a title. I don’t want our friends bending a knee. The future I dream of is one we’ll make together for this child.” A tender smile brightened her stark expression. “I wouldn’t love or respect you less if we lived in the second bedroom of your mom’s condo, and you worked on car engines for a living.” 
 
    A reluctant chuckle. “We’d starve if we had to depend on those talents.” 
 
    She continued, encouraged. “But we’d be together. Family. Family is you and me. Us. We have this child, my cousins, your brothers. Our friends, our clan, our kind. It doesn’t matter where if we’re together. You and I, Cale Terriot, together, can handle anything that comes our way. There’s nothing else I need or want except that trust and your love. Do I still have those things, Cale?” 
 
    A gruff rumble. “You know you do, baby.” 
 
    “Then I’m good. Don’t look back. Our future isn’t there.” She took one of his hands, pressing his palm to her belly. “It’s here. It’s whatever we make it, every day for the rest of our lives. Agreed?” 
 
    “I’m no kind of man without you,” he whispered. “I’m a lucky S.O.B. You’ll always be my queen, Kendra.” 
 
    “And you’ll always be that boy who gave me my first kiss and stole my heart forever.” 
 
    Cee Cee stepped back, unnoticed. Throat tight after witnessing that tender exchange, she slipped up the stairs, needing the arms of her own male to hold her. But instead, found her bedroom vacant and undisturbed, as empty as her spirit. Shoulders slumping, she blinked back the burn in her eyes. Just hormones. That’s all. Not a huge black hole of despair slowly, silently devouring all her dreams. 
 
    Feeling out of balance with present as well as future events, refusing to admit she’d started sniffling, she started running a bath in the huge claw-footed tub. Just the thing when the only thing she needed wasn’t there. Until she reentered the bedroom and those strong arms she’d been missing like a vital part of her soul, surrounded her. 
 
    For a long moment, they stood wrapped about each other, absorbing heat and comfort. Finally, Max murmured, “I’m glad you’re here. It’s good to be home.” 
 
    “Especially when we’re in it together.” 
 
    “And it’s good to have a tub big enough for two.” 
 
    “Agreed.” She eased back far enough to begin unbuttoning his decadent Stefano Ricci dress shirt, focusing on the tempting mat of black hair gradually revealed as emotions ping, ping, ponged all over the place. “But I already put in some foo-foo smelling stuff.” 
 
    “I’m man enough to handle it.” His low chuckle might have been a growl.  
 
    Charlotte pushed the subtle tonal stripes off powerful shoulders so her fingers could comb through that very masculine furring. “And I like that about you, Savoie.” 
 
    With their purpose reconnection rather than cleanliness, once skin-to-skin contact had been achieved, Max climbed in first, stretching his long, deliciously defined body along the length of the mammoth tub so Cee Cee could layer atop him, back to front. Hot water soothing body and the tease of jasmine calming soul, they stared up through the skylight as heavens cleared and stars winked to life upon an inky canvas. 
 
    It would have been so easy to relax into the support of his familiar lines, to be seduced by the tempting stroke of large palms moving from shoulder down firmly muscled arms. So easy for weariness to slide into restless anticipation as caresses followed the curve of her hips to cap strong thighs and dip slowly between them. So easy. 
 
    “Max, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” 
 
    Encouraged by the calm rumbling tone that invited without a hint of wariness, Cee Cee rested her head upon his shoulder and brought him up to speed on her investigation, omitting one thing only—her suspicion of her partner. That, she wouldn’t voice aloud until she had proof it was true. Instead, she relayed her conversation with Atcliff, bracing for the worst as he considered the consequences of what she proposed, as well as the dangers to herself and the child she carried. When he spoke at last, his tone brought a chill to the bath water. 
 
    “Clever of you to include me in your scheme. Did you think I’d be so relieved to be on hand as you dangle yourself like a chicken leg above a swamp that I wouldn’t concern myself over the potential of that swift, devouring bite?” 
 
    “You know I don’t allow anyone to nibble on me except you.” 
 
    He wasn’t sidetracked by her hopeful attempt at humor. “And dear Uncle Byron agreed to this?” 
 
    “Very reluctantly, and only if you were onboard.” 
 
    His hands sought hers, threading fingers to curl hers within the protection of his much larger grip. “Did you think I would be, Charlotte?” 
 
    “No.” Knowing her stripped bare honesty was always a surprise to him but this time, not a relief, she explained further. “But I had to ask. I saw what they did to those innocent women, Max, to their helpless babies. I can’t imagine the horrible things they plan if we don’t stop them. If I can save even one, just one, by exposing their network.” Her words caught in a painful hitch. 
 
    Silence stretched out like the whisper of clouds across the moon above, casting shadows over her hopes until he spoke at last. 
 
    “You are the bravest woman I know, the most fearless and compassionate in all you do. I wish I could,” he began, feeling her stiffen for the blow of his refusal until he continued with a reluctant, “but I can’t argue with what you propose. I agree it’s our best chance to stop them before they get even bolder. We have to stop them, or none of us will have a future.” He paused, silence lingering while Cee Cee caught her breath in stunned relief. Shorted lived as he advised, “I’ll be in talks with Reuben and Cale downstairs this evening.” 
 
    A snort. “Sorry to miss that pissing contest.” 
 
    His chuckle vibrated beneath her. “Indeed.” 
 
    Cee Cee remained thoughtful for a moment then asked the ten-thousand-dollar question. “Can you trust them?” 
 
    “In this, I believe I can. There’s no future for any of us if the North succeeds with its plans. Those who survive their purge’ll be slaves to their agenda.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Bleak to non-existent for our kind.” 
 
    Considering his assessment as the silky, scented water lapped about them, she asked, “How much am I not going to like what you three came up with?” 
 
    “About as much as you disliked wearing that fetching Doris Day dress the first time we had dinner at Babineau’s.” 
 
    “Ooooh, that much, huh?” A heavy of puff of breath. “You’ll keep me in the loop?” 
 
    “Of course. I depend upon your ability to see through even the most attractively presented bullshit.” 
 
    Slipping her hands from his, she rubbed her palms up and down the long, muscled line of thighs bracketing her with such protective and provocative strength. Worries lessened as his interest impressively rose. “I’ve never quite managed to cut through yours, Savoie.” 
 
    “And it’s that mystery you find so enticing.” 
 
    “That,” she murmured, hands scooping beneath his taut butt, “among other things.” 
 
    “Any particular one of those things you care to address now that they’ve come up?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the most immediate.” 
 
    Water sloshed over the rolled edge of the tub as she squirmed about to settle slowly, snugly over the provoking issue rocketing so boldly between them.  
 
    Her stare adored the fierce angles shaping his uplifted face, that look that said in no uncertain terms, “Mine,” with primal intensity as his hands palmed her butt then clamped tight to begin a seducing rhythm. Coaxing, teasing, encouraging, until finally demanding she take what he gave and acknowledge that consuming pleasure with increasingly rapid breaths and throaty moans of urgency. 
 
    Her fingers tangled in the dark silk of his hair as he leaned forward, his lips stroking her throat, capturing first one overly-sensitive nipple then the other, lavishing them with licks and sucks and nips that sent tremors tightening through her core as his impatient length moved within her. Strong, bold, arrogant in its demands, like the man himself. 
 
    Her world exploded. Thighs clenched. Her head fell back, breaths shuddering then abruptly punched from her lungs on the cry of his name. Charlotte closed her eyes as the sound of his deep, lusty groan flooded her with satisfying accomplishment. A damned fine way to flip off a truly a shitty day.  
 
    Once they were dry and horizontal, relaxing within the centering circle of each other’s arms in their big bed, discussion continued, an intimate briefing to bring each other up to date on conversations, plans and worries while drawing a grounding strength from one another. Why had they foolishly denied that steadying power? Cee Cee finally expressed the question aloud. 
 
    “When did we stop communicating, Max?” 
 
    His head nudged tenderly against hers. “I don’t know, sha, but the silence has been killing me.” 
 
    She took a chance, unburdening the weight in her heart. “I think we’re both scared to admit we’re afraid of the unknown.” 
 
    “You and I, together, is not an unknown. It’s a certainty.” 
 
    How she loved that rumbling claim, smiling into the warmth of his shoulder, tasting the familiar heat of his skin with a kiss. “Yes, it is. The only one I’ve ever had outside the job.”  
 
    That job had been her only family until the coolly swaggering Mob enforcer strode into her precinct wearing cuffs. And she’d realized her dependence upon him went far deeper than attraction, encompassing safety and trust, as well. He’d been as constant as the stars in her ever-spinning world of danger and death.  
 
    Still, she’d been foolish not to worry when secrets seeped into their precious union. Her doubts about Babineau and Max’s ties to Cummings as well as her mate’s place in the new order of his clan and kind. Those uncertainties needed to be addressed. Now would be a good time . . . but a lovely, blanketing fatigue seeped through her as she lay in the arms of this man who was so much more than just a man.  
 
    “I thought you were meeting with Cale and Rueben downstairs.” 
 
    “I will in a minute.” 
 
    A chuckle. “I hope they like your new cologne.” 
 
    Cee Cee closed her eyes, riding the rumble of her love’s laugh, letting the weight of palms upon head and hip solidify the mantle of peace that allowed her to slip easily into slumber upon one last thought. 
 
    What would I do without you?  
 
    – – – 
 
    Byron Atcliff hit the locker room between First and Second Watch change, a habit begun in his academy days. After a quick perusal of his personal messages, he changed into NOPD sweats the same size, he was quick to boast, as those of his youth. Then, powered by nostril-scorching coffee and a fresh beignet, he hit the uneven banquettes for a daily tour of his district.  
 
    The sounds of his city’s vibrant life pulsing all about him was a near religious experience, lessened only by the absence of Tommy Caissie’s footfalls beside him. He could almost hear his long-dead partner’s even breaths as he turned off heavily trafficked Rampart to enter Louis Armstrong Park through its iconic arch. The pain of missing his friend accompanied the requisite miles his anguish could never outdistance. 
 
    On the back half of his journey over mostly quiet paths and lattice-framed bridges within the sadly underappreciated thirty-two acres, intuition that had served him well as a beat cop began a familiar prickle through the short hairs on his neck. 
 
    “I thought you’d rather us meet away from the office.” 
 
    Heart rate lunging at the sound of Max Savoie’s ear-level drawl, Atcliff recovered quickly from his stumble and shot a glance beside him. Similarly attired in workout clothes, the lean bane of his existence offered a mild smile and an annoying suggestion. 
 
    “Maybe we should walk a bit while your pulse recovers.” 
 
    Without a word, Atcliff slowed, reflexively checking his watch to gage the spike in rhythm. Damned ghost had nearly killed him!  
 
    He’d no love for the lanky ex-thug, “ex” being the insistent question preventing him from celebrating his goddaughter finding the happiness that had blessed him for almost thirty years. But his wife had been the daughter of the Deputy Superintendent, a goal he sought to emulate. His stubborn detective had picked a man as famous for his mug shots as he was his tabloid exposés. And more recently, his charitable contributions. Nothing more altruistic than a reformed villain, if Savoie was indeed rehabilitated. That jury was still out. And here he was about to invite the legality-fluid fellow into one of his most troublesome cases.  
 
    Atcliff adjusted his pace to a brisk walk, Savoie falling in easily beside him as if they’d partnered for decades. “I take it she talked to you.” 
 
    “Indeed, she did. Have I you to thank for encouraging her down this dangerous path?” 
 
    “She never needs encouragement to take the road most likely to get her killed. Her journey with you, for example.” 
 
    Savoie’s blow-your-hair-back laugh took him by surprise. The genuine amusement in his smile relaxed tension into an almost friendly ease, allowing him to catch his breath and get to the fine point.  
 
    “Can you keep her safe?” 
 
    “In spite of her habit of making her own safety her last concern, it’s my priority. Always has been and will be.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Atcliff grumbled. “And you haven’t made that a simple task. You’ll in no way compromise this investigation.” 
 
    That smirky smile again. “Have I ever?” 
 
    A reluctant chuckle escaped as he shook his head, sweat dropping from his flushed features. “I really don’t want to like you, Savoie.” 
 
    “Mutual, I’m sure.” 
 
    They walked in contemplative silence for a time before Max turned the conversation to business. 
 
    “Do you have any main suspects, so I’ll know what direction to watch?” 
 
    “Since you are part of this particular equation, I’d say you’d know better than I would.” 
 
    “Carmine.” 
 
    “Only on the edges. Though he does lend his stink to everything criminal in this city.” 
 
    “Are you looking closer to home, then?” 
 
    Atcliff’s jaw tightened, eyes front. “I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation.”  
 
    Which gave Max all the information he needed. Brady. 
 
    The police captain pulled up to regard him with rifle-barrel seriousness. “Don’t let her get killed. Stay close and stay out of sight.” 
 
    “What about Babineau?” 
 
    Heavy brows furrowed. “What about him?” 
 
    “You have no questions there?” 
 
    “Questions? About him as a cop, or about him as her best friend and partner?” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” came his ambiguous answer. “Best friends can sometimes keep dangerous secrets.”   
 
    Hard eyes went granite. “Alain Babineau is as straight as a razor and just as sharp.” Atcliff regarded him with pointed intensity. “You have some reason for asking?” 
 
    “No. Just covering all bases. And MacCreedy?” 
 
    A sigh. “MacCreedy is . . . complicated. But he’s a damned fine cop who’d go to the mat for her in a heartbeat. I thought he was one of your own?” Atcliff had gleaned a fairly decent grasp of the District’s Shifter dynamics. 
 
    “Just covering bases. Hopefully, I’m more attuned to what goes on in my house than you are in yours.” 
 
    Atcliff checked his watch then snapped, “Take care of yours. I’ll take care of mine. Don’t confuse those two directives, Savoie.” 
 
    A smirk. “I’d say those lines have already been crossed, and not by me. But I’ll see to her safety. You can count on that. Unlike you, I don’t trust anyone. I learned that from the best.” A lesson punctuated to the back of Jimmy Legere’s head. “Is there anything else we need to discuss?” 
 
    “Stay out of the way, Savoie. Watch her. You have one job. Don’t infer with hers. Or mine. That would end badly for you.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll let you get back to your afternoon routine.”  
 
    Without a word, Atcliff returned to the steady rhythm of his run, leaving Max to contemplate his warning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    “Hi. Can I borrow your mate?” 
 
    Clutching her robe together, Cee Cee opened the bedroom door wider to emit Turow Terriot. Something about the usually quiet and low-key brother had her biting back her objection. He exuded serious business. “As long as you bring him back in one piece.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    Her cynical, “Isn’t it always,” coaxed the flash of his rare smile. As she turned to relay the message, Max was already behind her, fully dressed, red tennis shoes in hand. They’d been enjoying an after-dinner snooze following his phenomenal massage. She hadn’t heard him get up before she answered the soft knock. 
 
    “This is a surprise. I didn’t hear anyone come in.”  
 
    Then he laughed as Turow’s brow arched a silently mocking Have you met me? “What do you need?” 
 
     “I need to borrow you for a quick trip. Have you back tomorrow by mid-morning.” 
 
    “A little more specific?” 
 
    “Fill you in on the way. Syl’s waiting. She tends to get into trouble if she’s on her own for too long.” A pause. “You coming?” 
 
    Max deferred to Cee Cee with an expectant glance. She gave their stoic visitor a disemboweling stare. “Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    His sincere, “Yes, ma’am,” didn’t ease her worry. Terriot business was usually ugly business, and Max didn’t need any more scars to show for it. But the impatient to be gone way her husband stepped into and laced his shoes coaxed a reluctant smile. And his sudden, heart-staggering kiss stole her power to reason. 
 
    Max eased back and winked. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    Her grumbled, “Play nice,” made him grin before following the Terriot prince out into the hall. 
 
    Boys and their secrets. She sighed and shut the door behind them. Whatcha gonna do?  
 
    – – – 
 
    Turow remained maddeningly close-lipped as he drove his rental down River Road until prompted by Max’s gruff, “Talk, Terriot. Why am I here?” 
 
    “Your visit with Kip’s uncle paid off. Made some calls.” The strong jaw worked for a taut second. Finally, Turow growled, “I found our brother, Lee, and I need you there to make sure I don’t kill him before he tells us what we need to know.” 
 
    A quick blink then Max nodded. “I see.” 
 
    “I couldn’t ask one of my brothers since they kinda suffer from the same lack of restraint. Lee won’t be able to talk his way around things, you being an outsider and all-around scary dude.” A pause. “And I trust you.” 
 
    Enough said. 
 
    The trip ended at a small private airstrip where the shadow of a sleek helicopter and its pilot gave Max pause. 
 
    “That’s our ride?” 
 
    “First class all the way,” Sylvia Terriot, clad like a Valkyrie in a skintight flight suit, declared.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Max asked with the first rumble of uneasiness. 
 
    “Vegas. All aboard.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    With dawn still hours away, they touched down in a small airport just outside the always glittering silhouette of Sin City. A rental waited.  
 
    “He has much to pay for, Turow.” Pain twisted about Sylvia’s quiet reminder. 
 
    Before starting the car, he brought his mate’s hand to his lips for a gentle kiss. “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “Let’s go say hello to your brother.” 
 
    Though questions percolated during the desolate ride, Max kept them to himself. He understood payback and, from the couple’s tension, how long overdue it must be. He’d never met middle prince, Lee Terriot, but recalled Cale’s description of him as a troublemaking coward and a bully. Though he usually shied from family squabbles, these spilled over into his world with potentially dangerous consequence. Best to keep a lid on them if possible and, if not, lend a supportive hand.  
 
    Their destination crouched on the seedy edge of the Strip like a shunned, poorly-behaved relative at a holiday gathering. The couple in front squared up, tension strung tight by whatever memories they held of the shabby casino. Then Sylvia answered his unasked questions. 
 
    “Row’s brother James had a part-interest in this shithole. He used it to conduct the darker side of personal business, like imprisoning and nearly killing his own brother.” 
 
    “Who owns it now?” 
 
    Turow slid a glance back at Max. “My guess was Lee, and Kip confirmed that yesterday.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll be here?” 
 
    “Collection day. He’ll want to pick up that bonus personally. And when he does, we’ll pick him up for a fond reunion.” 
 
    “You plan to just walk in there? Won’t you be recognized?” 
 
    “He won’t be looking for us. He thinks we’re busy digging a hole to pull in behind us in New Orleans.” A narrow, rather frightening smile. “And he’d never expect to see you. Imagine his surprise.” 
 
    Though it was just past three in the morning, the parking lot was impressively full. The outer aisle where they’d parked lay in hazy shadow, reflecting marque lights winking like fireflies upon rows of dark auto glass. There, unnoticed, Sylvia stripped out of her jacket, revealing a silky wrap blouse cut nearly to the waist of her skintight leather pants. An eye-popping canyon of cleavage hosted gaudy costume jewelry a female of Sylvia Terriot’s exquisite taste would shudder from in horror.  
 
    As oversized, glittery-framed glasses covered shrewd green eyes, she drawled, “With me on your arm, who’ll notice you?” 
 
    “I’m going to have a hard time noticing anything else.” 
 
    She winked at her sullen mate. “Exactly.”  
 
    Sylvia knew her stuff and how to strut it. When she leaned against the still crowded bar, the fellow tending it fell brain-over-eyeballs into her majestic cleavage until her forefinger stroked beneath his jaw, closing it with a snap and tilting his attention a bit higher. 
 
    “Hey there, sugar pie. I’m looking for someone named Lee. I guess he kinda runs this place. He told me to look him up was I ever in his part of the Wild, Wild West.” A breathy giggle. “Well, here I am.” 
 
    Eyes glazing as if in a diabetic coma from her faux accent, the bartender stammered, “He’s in his office upstairs, umm, in a meeting. If you’ll give me your name, I’ll let him know you’re here.” 
 
    She tapped his mouth playfully. “And spoil the surprise? No, darlin’, don’t do that. I’ll just sneak on up.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He pointed off to the left, glassy eyes fixed upon the plump lips she sensually wetted. “Go right up those stairs. Tell the fellow in the hall Rondell said it was okay.” 
 
    She pressed fingers to her mouth then his, whispering huskily, “You are a doll, Ronnie. How can I ever thank you?” then turned away before he could slurp up his drool. 
 
    As they crossed the crowded floor, Turow grumbled, “I may have to rip out those buggy eyeballs before we leave.” 
 
    “Oh, that is sooo sweet!” 
 
    “Just a romantic at heart.” 
 
    Lee Terriot was too preoccupied by the female kneeling before his desk chair with her face buried in his lap to look up as the door opened and shut. Eyes dazed with drink and pleasure eventually lifted then widened in shock. He drew a breath as the curl of Turow’s forearm about his bobbing Adam’s apple pinched off his shout of alarm. 
 
    Sylvia gripped the equally wide-eyed employee by the elbow to help her to her feet, smiling as she said, “Thanks, but we’ll be finishing him for you.” 
 
    A large denomination slipped to her by Max with a request that she keep the details between them earned a hurried nod and her quick exit. 
 
    Turow’s vice grip loosened enough for his brother to grab a noisy breath and awkwardly close his trousers before looking up at him in dismay. “Row! How’d you find me?” 
 
    “You’ve never been all that clever, or you’d know I was Jamie’s guest downstairs in the back not so long ago. And now you’re ours. If you want your experience to end better than mine, I suggest you start talking.” 
 
    “About what? What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where’s our father?” 
 
    Color drained as Lee whispered, “He’ll kill me if I say.” 
 
    A quick flex of Row’s bicep had his brother gasping. “I’ll kill you right now if you don’t.” 
 
    Lee didn’t need extra convincing. “He’s in Louisiana. Him and Stephen.” 
 
    Max’s chest tightened. “Who’s he meeting there?” 
 
    Lee’s bulging eyes flashed to him, growing even wider as he guessed his identity. “Don’t know. They never told me nothing ’bout their plans, just to wait for word.” 
 
    Green eyes flashed silver as Max leaned in closer. “Oh, I think you can come up with something worth your miserable life.” 
 
    The harsh stink of urine was followed by a babbled, “If I knew, I’d tell you. Don’t kill me!” 
 
    “If he doesn’t know anything, he’s not worth keeping alive.” 
 
    When Row’s arm jerked tight, Lee gasped, “I know where the money is!” He wheezed noisily when the pressure lessened. “It’s in my safe.” He pointed to a credenza. “I took it after Kip started sniffing around in the accounts. It’s all there, mostly. I only took what I needed.” 
 
    “What you needed for your hookers and blow?” Sylvia sneered. “Where’s your family, Lee?” 
 
    “In Reno. I made sure May and the girls were kept away from all this. They don’t know what we’ve done. They’re not to blame for any of it. Don’t hurt them!” 
 
    “We’re not in the business of hurting innocent families, you shit,” Turow growled, “the way you did when you burned Kip’s and Colin’s alive.” 
 
    Real tears streaming, Lee shook his head. “I didn’t know, not until after it was too late. I never . . . I never . . .” 
 
    Turow shoved away from him. “Write down the combination and how we can reach May.” 
 
    While Lee scribbled, Max studied a small portrait of a softly pretty female embracing young girls. Lee Terriot’s family. When the trembling prince pushed the information to Turow, Max tossed him the photo. 
 
    “Nice family. What would they think of what you’ve become?” 
 
    Lee had no answer. 
 
    After Sylvia used the numbers to open the safe and began shoving cash and bonds into a quickly-emptied briefcase, Lee sniveled, “W-what happens to me?”  
 
    Row glared down at his anxious brother. “You’ll go with us. Cale’ll want to hear what you have to say before he decides what to do with you.” 
 
    Lee studied the picture for a long moment before whispering, “And you’ll make sure no harm comes to them.” 
 
    Features softening briefly, Sylvia vowed, “They’ll be safe. That’s a promise I’d never break.” 
 
    Expelling a shaky breath, Lee nodded. “Thank you.” To his brother, he asked, “Can I clean myself up first? I got a change of clothes in the bathroom.” 
 
    Turow gestured toward the en-suite. “Go ahead. Leave the door open.” 
 
    Lee set the photo atop his desk with a careful reverence before rising on unsteady legs. “I’m sorry,” he offered weakly before stumbling into the bathroom and switching on the light.  
 
    When they heard water running, Max gestured to the desk Lee vacated. “Worth a looksee.” 
 
    Together, he and Turow tossed the drawers, gathering up anything of potential interest to take with them until Sylvia checked her watch and proclaimed, “We need to move.” 
 
    Nodded at that wisdom, Turow strode to the bath, calling, “Time’s up. Let’s go.” Then his sharp explicative had the other two crowding behind him to stand in the overflow from the sink. 
 
    Lee Terriot sat wide-eyed, pale, and lifeless on the closed toilet lid, slumped against the vanity where water sluiced over the clawed hand that had torn open his jugular. 
 
    “Gotta go.” Sylvia tugged on her mate’s arm to break his shock. “Leave him.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Turow argued softly. “He’s my brother. I need to send him on his way.” 
 
    Sylvia cast a hopeful glance at Max who shrugged. Terriot religious practices were out of his jurisdiction. She cursed softly and stalked back into the office to snatch a bottle of expensive cognac off the bar cart, upended the contents over the body. 
 
    “There. Send him and let’s get out of here.” She stuffed a book of the casino’s complimentary matches into her mate’s hand. “But we’re not staying long enough to release his ashes. He doesn’t deserve that after what he helped them do to our home and our people.” 
 
    Turow nodded. He’d done what he could for that weak soul, enough to ease his brothers’ sorrow when he brought home the news. He struck the first match. As flames ignited, he returned to the office, retrieved his brother’s laptop from the desk and headed for the door. Sylvia backed out of the bathroom and shut the door to contain the blaze before hurrying after her mate. Max closed the room’s door behind them and followed down the stairs.  
 
    The shriek of the fire alarm followed them out of the building.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Under St. Bartholomew’s high-pitched ceiling, Michael Furness went about his rituals beneath the agonized gazes from the Stations of the Cross as if all the objectives in the life he’d made for himself in New Orleans hadn’t crumbled.  
 
    In the absence of Mary Kate Malone, and even mild janitor, Benjamin Spratt, he’d stopped trying to convince himself that he wasn’t living a lie, one begun in another time, in another world, with goals as far apart as the cold purpose of his people and the simple cloth that had begun to chafe his skin and conscience.  
 
    As he moved slowly through the empty Nave toward ghostly shrines, beckoning altar and tabernacle, an elemental truth pierced to the heart of him.  
 
    He’d forgotten who and what he was. 
 
    Was he Father Furness, dedicated priest, healer of sins, crusader for the unfortunate and unforgivable? Or Michael, avenging right hand of the Chosen, in New Orleans to pave the way for conquest of the very people he now protected? His fingertips caressed the gleaming wood of the pew rows on either side of him. 
 
    Even knowing the end was almost at hand, he longed to stay within the role that had become his life. When had he begun to love those he’d come to conquer? Was it pride or weakness torturing his will? Safety was embracing that sterile purpose he’d once espoused as gospel, that evil he’d invited back into his life and feared he couldn’t control. 
 
    An evil that whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Hello, Michael. Friends again?” 
 
    He turned to face the lovely creature he’d once admired when having a soul was a deficit and cold cunning his highest objective. 
 
    “We’ve never been friends, Genevieve. You use that word as if you know what it means.” 
 
    A slow, mocking smile. “I know. I just don’t care. I’ve no use for things that get in the way of what I want. Have you remembered what those things are? Or have you called me here for a different purpose?”  
 
    She was so beautiful. It was difficult to believe such evil thrived beneath that glamorous façade. Tall, fashionably garbed, flawlessly pale, dark in hair and soul, that lovely surface covered the blackest heart. Her blasphemous similarity to her sister Marie went only skin-deep. Genevieve craved power the way Marie had sought the love that ultimately destroyed her.  
 
    Furness had no illusions about himself. He’d once been a powerful Chosen leader in the North, as greedy and immoral as his onetime partner. He’d ruthlessly supported her plan to hide the genetic truth of their species to retain power and control. Until he’d been charmed by the gentle purity of her younger sister. To have her, he’d have sacrificed anything—riches, power, influence—but those offerings couldn’t rival her love for that scoundrel, Rollo Moytes.  
 
    Tired of Genevieve’s jealousy and broken by Maria’s preference for another, the one-time co-leader of that plan for conquest surrendered his responsibilities for the raw outpost of New Orleans, where he’d set up a pseudo-shelter for children to farm their DNA. The turning point in his purpose.  
 
    And that discovery of conscience refused to allow Michael Furness to fall in with her again even as she sweetly threatened, “Give me a reason that would allow you to live beyond the moment of this reunion.” 
 
    “Rollo’s letters,” he dangled like poisoned bait. “His confessions of conscience.” 
 
    Features as still and lovely as those carved into a graveyard statue, Genevieve whispered, “Letters? More than one? To whom? Who has them?” Breaths burst in and out, threatening to fracture that rigid stone.  
 
    “Savoie does.” 
 
    “Where did he get them?” 
 
    “The old woman across from where they hid from you. Marie was already dead, and Max taken by Legere. But the neighbor didn’t know that. She thought they might come back for their belongings. Apparently, Rollo left the letters with her, and she gave them to Max when he returned.” 
 
    The marble cracked. Features twisting in rage and dismay, Genevieve began a fierce pacing. “Has he read them?” 
 
    For his own benefit rather than hers, he forced calming words. “The first was to your sister, an apology from what I gather. The other was to Max, whose existence he’d just discovered. I don’t know if he’s opened it. Let me see what I can find out.” 
 
    She snapped at that, as he knew she would. “I’ll handle it myself, Michael.” Whatever she feared the missive contained apparently made her direct involvement worth the risk. 
 
    He shrugged as if her decision was of no consequence to him. “Stay if you must, but don’t reveal that you’re in the city. These are dangerous times.” 
 
    “And about to become more so,” was her cold promise. Then a puff of regret. “But you’re right, as always.” She brightened, becoming almost angelically beautiful. “Once I get the letters, we’ll return home together. You’re compromised and in danger. You serve no useful purpose here. I need you at my side, Michael. Right where you belong.” 
 
    Tone grim, he argued, “We’ve had this discussion, Gen. I won’t take an active role in what you plan. I’ve lost my taste for devouring the souls of others.” 
 
    “Fine. You can stand at my side,” she concluded with a toothsome smile, “while I consume them all.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The past reached out to tap the youngest Terriot prince on the shoulder. 
 
    “Hello, Chris.” 
 
    Startled by a voice he hadn’t expected to hear again, Kip jerked upright, banging the back of his head. Ducking under the raised tailgate of his new SUV, he struggled in his surprise not to drop the groceries filling his arms. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    Olivia Brady’s smile could have been meekly apologetic. But then again, it could have meant she was planning to stuff a live grenade in his pants while his hands were full. Her appearance, that of harmless, fluffy-headed dyed blonde rich girl wearing a necklace with real sparklers and snug designer jeans, no longer fooled him. Not after he’d seen her kill with savage enjoyment. 
 
    “What are you doing here? How are you here?” 
 
    She chuckled, lively blue eyes dancing with mischief. Or maliciousness. One never knew with his mate’s sister. “You didn’t think I knew about this place? C’mon! Phe’s never been able to keep a secret from me. I couldn’t be in town and not see her. Or you. Can I come in?” When he didn’t move, she added with extra sincerity, “Please? I’d like to meet your family.” 
 
    “Why?” Her smile wavered at the harshness of his tone, but that didn’t stop him from adding, “My family has never benefited from the attention of yours.” 
 
    She reached out but stilled the movement when he edged back, rigid and defensive. Eyes going shiny, she whispered, “Maybe she could just come out here then.” When he didn’t respond or lessen his combative pose, her shoulders slumped. “Would you at least tell her that I love her and miss her?” 
 
    “Sure. After you’re gone.” 
 
    A nod and a bracing breath before meeting his unblinking stare. “I’m not evil, Chris. I’m just trying to find my way.” 
 
    “We all are Olivia. Don’t make it harder for us.” 
 
    The door leading into the house from the garage opened. For a moment, a very surprised Ophelia Brady Terriot just stared at the two of them in the drive. Her first words were cautious. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Christopher?”  
 
    Both sisters called him by his given name, the one he’d used to infiltrate their father’s household. 
 
    Before he could speak, Olivia started to back down the drive. “Sorry. Bad idea. I won’t bother you again. And I won’t say a word about where you are. I promise.” 
 
    When Phe’s expressive eyes met her love’s, against his will he caved, muttering, “Why don’t you come in and say hello to everyone?” 
 
    Lips quivering, Olivia choked out, “Thanks. I’d like that.” 
 
    Instead of hugging the half-sister who’d stepped out of her life to follow Genevieve Savorie to Chicago, Phe took the bags from Kip, letting him guide their unexpected guest inside. The couple’s wariness telegraphed to the group ranging from senior grandmother to the seven-year old youngest of six who’d gathered in the palatial kitchen area for a buffet-style lunch. All froze, staring in silence at the stranger. When Kip introduced her, little Lydia’s brow furrowed, gaze going from elegant blonde to earthy, dark-haired Ophelia. 
 
    “You don’t look anything alike.” Then the child’s expression lit up as she grasped upon another thought. “Does that mean we have a new sister?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Kip instructed, “Finish your lunch. We’ve got some things to take care of.” As the youngsters groaned but did as told, Kip shot his grandmother a quick look with a single, silent message. Keep them here. 
 
    She may have fooled him once with her helpless, innocent act, but Olivia Brady was dangerously unstable and, in a word, just plain dangerous. The two sisters weren’t opposite sides of the same coin, they were an entirely different currency. Ophelia was tender of heart, giving of self, touched by gifts of prophesy, whereas Olivia, her supposed twin, was black of heart, self-centered and touched by madness. He couldn’t force a swallow past the noose of apprehension tightening around his throat. 
 
    Olivia gazed about the spacious front foyer with its free-standing staircase and grand piano, exclaiming, “This is really something. No wonder Mama held onto it. Who knew she was one for secrets?” She nodded to Phe. “You should be safe here, out of Daddy’s reach.” 
 
    But she’d managed to get inside their tight security without a problem. Not reassured, Kip led her up the stairs of the massive plantation-style home he feared was no longer their refuge. There, they could speak privately in the room their once believed grandfather had used as an office.  
 
    Phe turned on their unexpected guest with a fierce, “Does he know you’re here?” 
 
    Dark brows rose to blonde fringe. “He, meaning our father? No. I haven’t seen him or talked to him.” 
 
    Kip cut in. “Does she know?” 
 
    Eyes narrowing at his tone, she answered quietly. “No. She’s not here for you.” 
 
    “Would you tell us if she was?” 
 
    “I like your family,” Olivia announced casually, turning from them as she did the conversation, fingertips browsing the leather-bound spines of an extensive legal library on one of the bookshelves. “They’re nice, normal, like you, Chris.” 
 
    Enough with the nice. “Who had their mother and father murdered at your father’s direction. I won’t let you bring more tragedy into their lives.” 
 
    She didn’t flinch beneath that harshly growled warning. “I’m better now. I’m learning to control the things that go on in my head.” 
 
    “To her purposes? How is that better?” 
 
    Ophelia squeezed her mate’s arm gently. Not discouraged by the jerk of resistant muscle, she skipped over his terse remarks to ask, “Are you happy, Liv?” 
 
    The artfully styled blonde head tipped as she considered the question for a measured beat. “Happy? How could I be happy without my other half? I miss you, PhePhe. I have no one there who cares about me, the real me. But that’s my fault. I behaved badly. I did awful things that put you and Chris in danger.” 
 
    Kip opened his mouth to argue ‘awful’ didn’t cover the magnitude of leaving mutilated bodies for him to clean up, but respected Phe’s subtle elbow to his ribs and changed the topic. 
 
    “What’s she planning here, Olivia? You know she means to kill us all.” 
 
    Blue eyes went wide. “No. That’s not true. I made her promise you wouldn’t be touched.” 
 
    “Can you say the same for my brothers and their mates? For Dr. LaRoche who helped you recover? For those children and mothers you and Phe helped find better lives? What about them?” 
 
    Her mouth pursed in an impatient frown. “We helped them help themselves. We’re not responsible for what happens to them for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    “Yes, we are, Liv,” Phe argued gently. “That’s what Mama would have wanted.” 
 
    “She wasn’t my mama!” A dangerous glint flashed through Olivia’s glare. “Or yours, either.”  
 
    “Who was, Liv? Do you know?” 
 
    Taking a calming breath, she smiled, ignoring that tortured question. “I’m not here to fight with you or take sides. I wanted to let you know you’ll be protected. You don’t have to be afraid. You and the children will be fine.” 
 
    “Fine?” Kip laughed. “We’ll be prisoners. The children will be reprogrammed into monsters.” 
 
    “Like me, you mean.” 
 
    His silence spoke that answer. 
 
    Olivia reached out to squeeze Phe’s arm. “If you want to keep them safe, keep them here. Keep them close to you. I can’t make any promises for what goes on in the city.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen there, Liv? When will it happen?” 
 
    She hugged her sister tight, whispering, “I don’t know. But it’ll be soon. Please, please stay out of New Orleans.” 
 
    “What about Dad?” 
 
    Olivia leaned back, expression tight and fierce. “Let him burn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    Max’s belly clenched into a fist as he forced slow, steady breaths.  
 
    He’d insisted Cee Cee wait in the car while he scouted the clinic around the corner. Nothing seemed awry. A typical overcast morning. Beat cops strolling the banquette with cups of brutally strong coffee nodded to one of the very pregnant patrons of Bright Haven as she left the careworn building. Nothing to warrant a ripple of electroshocks to the hair along his arms. 
 
    He smiled as his mate, sporting the huge artificial belly, struggled awkwardly to get out of the car. He didn’t dare help. She’d let him drive, unable to fit comfortably behind the Camaro’s steering wheel, and had held her breath the entire time, watching him shift gears with a protective scowl. And was still glowering as he approached. 
 
    “All clear, Daddy?” 
 
    Daddy. Max grinned wide. “So, it would seem, little Mama. But even New Orleans’ finest patrolling the streets doesn’t make them safe enough for the cargo you’re carrying.” 
 
    She sniffed at that. “Stop smothering me, Savoie, or I’ll show you just how helpless this little mama really is. You’re here as a condition, not a necessity.” 
 
    “Understood.” His tone might be firm, but his gaze softened with concern. “Be careful. Something’s not quite right here.” 
 
    “Must be your pregnancy hormones working overtime,” she grumbled, trying to push him out of the way. He held firm then just held her, as close as she’d allow in broad daylight. Her strong body melted slightly but didn’t completely thaw as he whispered, “I adore you, sha. Is that a crime?” 
 
    “Not in my book.” She gave his ass a quick squeeze then shoved him away. “Stay put. I’ll let you know if I need backup. I’m wired for sound, so you can relax.” 
 
    “I am relaxed.” 
 
    “Liar.”  
 
    After she did a mic test, he couldn’t resist planting a kiss on those tightly pressed lips, pulling back before they softened. She made a firm stay put gesture and was off to work. 
 
    Leaning a hip against the screaming orange car, Max enjoyed the view as she lumbered in her disguise across the busy street. A sneak peek of four months from now? No. Charlotte Caissie would never look ungainly even if she got what she disparagingly called big as a Mardi Gras float. She disappeared around the corner, putting him instantly on point, not relaxing even when she relayed via earbud, “Looks clear. Couple of the city’s finest loitering around, so you’re off the hook.” 
 
    Not quite. She was his job, not theirs. He wouldn’t relax until she was sharing the bucket seats with him on their way back to River Road.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cee Cee couldn’t see him, but the feel of her mate close by was as reassuring as a bullet-proof vest. She’d never asked for special protection on the job, not for herself, but baby-on-board changed everything except her determination to bring closure if not comfort to those mothers and babies who’d died. Or worse. This was her chance. A hurried call from Dr. Jones advised that an unexpected visitor was arriving to talk with her about funding her programs. No particulars. All her cop instincts vibrated. Someone was snapping up the bait Leo Pomerelli had planted with his life. 
 
    In her raggedy guise as Sondra Thomas, she entered Bright Haven for Women for her ‘appointment.’ Kinesha Jones was talking in back with an unknown man. Staying out of sight, she spoke his description quietly into the wire that reached out and touched her small team of Joey Boucher and Junior Hammond, as well as Max Savoie.  
 
    “White male business-type, approximately thirty-five, five-ten, one eighty, black over blue. Left-handed, Ivy League ring. Mole under left eye. Not previously known to doctor.” 
 
    In a louder voice, she called out while advancing into the clinic, “Dr. Jones? It’s Sondra. I be here for my 11:00,” drawing their attention. The doctor offered a careful smile. 
 
    “Miss Thomas, we were just talking about you.” 
 
    The hair under Cee Cee’s wig prickled at her nape. The affable doctor always called her clients by their first names. Smiling as if nothing was amiss, she pretended excitement. “About adopting my baby?” 
 
    The slickly handsome man came around the desk to offer his hand, smile wide and pretty. Blue eyes gleamed like soulless gems. “Miss Thomas, my name is Jeffrey Maitlin. I operate a clinic in Chicago, like this one only on a much larger scale. One of our clients has been searching for someone like you.” 
 
    “Like me?” Cee Cee pretended delight while thoughts scrambled. Chicago. Pretty damned confident to act so bold on her back steps. 
 
    “Just like you. We need to do some very specific tests. Just to make sure. Would that be all right? A little blood draw to get started if you don’t mind.” He took hold of her elbow, leading her toward the back of the office. At the same time, his smile ebbed and those ice chip eyes went glacial. That cold stare lifted to focus behind her as he tapped his ear. 
 
    Blue shirted uniforms sporting the Star and Crescent patch appeared beside her at either shoulder. Street cops?  
 
    As Cee Cee took an offensive step forward, strong hands gripped her arms, and her mic was stripped away. Maitlin’s smile never faltered. Another shadowed figure stepped up behind Dr. Jones, abruptly felling her with a blow to the back of her head. She crumpled without a sound. 
 
    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Detective,” Maitlin drawled, cold stare contradicting him. “You have caused us considerable time and money, but the result will be worth it.” To the others, he ordered, “Burn it down. I have what I came for.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Though only static came though the headset, Cee Cee’s voice was clear in his mind. 
 
    “Max, I need you. Hurry!” 
 
    By the time he reached the clinic at a dead run, smoke seeped from under the door. Contact with the knob burned his palm as he flung it open to find flames had fully engaged the file room and raced across sagging ceiling tiles into the waiting area and down the outer wall. An acrid fog made visibility all but impossible. He could sense her but couldn’t see her. 
 
    “Charlotte!” 
 
    As he pushed into the caustic smoke, he could just make out three shadowy figures engaged in vigorous hand to hand. As one went down hard and another reeled backwards, Cee Cee’s raw shout reached him, “I’ve got this handled. Get Dr. Jones. In back. She’s hurt.” 
 
    Though instinct growled for him to protect her first, he heeded her wishes over his pride, advanced rapidly into the thickening haze. “Dr. Jones!” 
 
    Covering his mouth with the flap of his coat, he heard nothing over the snap of flames except the wail of approaching sirens and his own heartbeats thrashing in his ears. 
 
    The sight of a body stretched out on the floor snatched away what little breath he had left. Scooping the limp figure into his arms, Max made a hurried retreat as heat and smoke filled the waiting area with noxious fumes and the sickeningly sweet odor of burned flesh. He couldn’t see anything through the blanketing haze. 
 
    “Charlotte!” 
 
    “Out here!” her mental call directed. 
 
    He stumbled from the building where fresh air triggered a paroxysm of coughing. Max collapsed to his knees between the truck and pumper angled outside the building. Choking, gasping, he surrendered the gravely injured doctor into the hands reaching for her.  
 
    A soft, compassionate voice assured, “We got her, sir. We’ll take care of her.” 
 
    While paramedics worked over the yet unresponsive figure, Max struggled to his feet, more overcome by fear than by the acrid smoke.  
 
    And then he saw her. 
 
    One uniformed man lay face down on the wet pavement, hands secured behind him while Cee Cee clapped handcuffs on another kneeling next to him. Her fake stomach was dangling by a single strap beneath an open coat that was as singed as the blues of the patrolmen. Her face wore streaks of soot, the mangled wig laying on the pavement beside her like a small animal victim of a hit and run. Coughing interrupted a terse reading of Miranda rights, but she got through them before finally looking up. 
 
    Their stares locked. Her smile broke wide and white against grimy skin. 
 
    She was the most glorious thing he’d ever seen.  
 
    – – – 
 
    After gulping down his third bottle of water, Max demanded, “What have you found out?” He’d been cooling his heels at the Institute for over an hour while Cee Cee was put through an all-points checkup by Dr. LaRoche. 
 
    The two detectives exchanged solemn looks. Finally, Junior Hammond put their grim knowledge into words. 
 
    “We got nothing. Me and Boucher got rerouted to a potential officer-involved shooting.” 
 
    “Leaving one of your own?” Max growled, struggling to contain his inner beast. 
 
    Seeing his eyes flash red, the younger officer spread his hands wide. “We were radioed that the op had been called off and were put on the other call. No way in hell we’d just walk off and leave her on her own, Mr. Savoie.” 
 
    They’d been lured away. 
 
    “No record of that call to us. The guy Charlotte ID’d,” Hammond intoned, “doesn’t exist. No Jeffrey Maitlin, doctor, dentist, or dog catcher in Chicago or anywhere else that fits the description. Na-fuckin’-da.” 
 
    Max leapt up, pacing the tiny waiting room. “They pulled you off. What about the uniforms?” 
 
    “Bar bouncers trying to make it as bit part actors.” Hammond shrugged. “They was told they were extras in an action flick. Hell, you can’t turn a corner ′round here without tripping over a film crew or folks asking if you’re one of them NCIS TV fellas so’s they can take a picture with you.” 
 
    Boucher snorted. “Pity them that got theirs taken with your ugly mug.” He fended off Junior’s swat and added, “Your missus gave ′em a good going over. PR’s talking them outta filing a complaint by getting them a bit part on the series.” 
 
    Someone had orchestrated a nice little kidnapping. And he knew damned well who was behind it all. 
 
    All three stood as Susanna LaRoche entered the room, preceding a stoic Charlotte Caissie. Before Max could ask, the doctor lifted a placating hand. 
 
    “No worries. Everything’s fine. A couple of bruises, a little raw from smoke inhalation, but nothing that won’t heal.” 
 
    Dark eyes filled with a fire of their own, Cee Cee snapped, “I wish we could say the same about Dr. Jones.” 
 
    “Any word yet?” Max asked gently. 
 
    “No.” She sighed and blew out a hoarse breath before leaning in to reward her mate with a quick, tender kiss. “Thanks, Savoie. She’s alive because of you.” 
 
    Before he could grab onto her and hustle her home, she was turning away, all business. 
 
    “Give me a lift, fellas. Atcliff wants my report ASAP.” She looked back at Max. “See if you can find out anything about a Richard Maitlin from MacCreedy. He has . . . connections in the North.” 
 
    “I will, Detective.” He started to offer a smile, but she was already gone.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Carmen Blutafino, resplendent in an electric blue suit with a gaudy patterned waistcoat straining to contain his girth, regarded his guest with a knowing smile and a smirky, “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” 
 
    “I doubt it’s unexpected,” Max growled. “Who hired your two thugs to grab her?” 
 
    “By ‘her,’ you mean Detective Caissie?” 
 
    “My wife. The expectant mother of my child.” 
 
    Manny sighed and gestured to a chair. “I’m hurt you’d think me stupid enough to make that move.” 
 
    “I know you’re not.” Max sat, but none of the considerable threat eased from his tense form. “Who is?” 
 
    “Since you’ve managed to annoy just about everyone in the community and out, that list is very long. It might take you, oh, forever to narrow it down.” 
 
    “Cut to it, Manny,” his nemesis snapped, this time without taking any flesh with it. “What do you want?” 
 
    Amusement fell away from a hard-edged fury. “A little respect would be nice.” 
 
    Max’s shoulders relaxed. He managed a tight smile. “I’ve always had respect for you as a criminal. I learned that from Jimmy. I’ve enjoyed our games of chance, one professional to another. This isn’t a move I’d expect from you. But little goes on in this city that you’re unaware of.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to just give you that information out of the goodness of my heart?” 
 
    “If you want it to keep beating.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me, Savoie. I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    Max bared his teeth, earning Manny’s rapid blink as if doubting the reality of those sharp points. “Yes, you are. Because you’re not a fool, and you don’t want an until-the-end-of-timeshare out in the swamps with Petitjohn’s bits and pieces.” 
 
    “That was you.” 
 
    The booming laugh relaxed Max’s threatening pose. “Not me, personally, no,” he drawled. “But with you, it’d be personal.” 
 
    Ergonomic leather groaned as Manny leaned back to contemplate his next words the way he would a poker hand. Music pounded up from the matinee show in the ensuing silence until finally he offered, “Were I a betting man, I’d put my money on Brady. He has an old friend in town he’s rather desperate to impress, and from what I gather, she’s no friend of yours.”  
 
    Genevieve. 
 
    “A shame one can’t depend upon one’s friends . . . or family,” Max drawled. “But then you’d know that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The cool jab at the mobster’s wife’s desertion earned a twitch of pressed lips. “No, you can’t,” Carmen gritted out, “but you can shut ′em up.” 
 
    Max stood, struggling not to betray his urgency. “She’s at his house?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Put your dogs on it. Or better yet, your own nose on the scent.” As Max moved briskly toward the door, Manny called out after him, “Shame to have something happen to your cop. Always admire a female who’s more than just great tits.” 
 
    Max revolved slowly. The smile on his face froze Blutafino’s. “I’ll make sure to relay the compliment.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Collateral damage . . . the hardest thing to justify about her job. 
 
    Behind isolating glass, Kinesha Jones fought for her life, a bandaged mummy threaded with drips and tubes, burned over a dangerous percent of her body. 
 
    Telling herself she wasn’t to blame didn’t lessen the ache of it in the detective’s throat. Vowing to restore the destroyed building wouldn’t resurrect the vital doctor to full vigor and enthusiasm if she recovered at all. She’d reached out to the brave crusader, playing upon the doctor’s goodness and tender heart to involve her in what might yet snatch all away. 
 
    Where was the win Cee Cee so desperately needed to bolster her own flagging spirit?  
 
    The weight of Giles St. Clair’s big hand upon her shoulder startled her back from the edge. A quick squeeze. No words necessary.  
 
    He’d been waiting at her desk when she’d finished with Atcliff, there to shuttle her from the responsibilities of her job to the obligations of her conscience, then to take her home, ready to provide anything she needed if asked. Until she did, he remained a quiet, unobtrusive bulwark, ready to support or carry heavy things . . . like her conscience.  
 
    Apparently, he believed that time was now. 
 
    “She’d want you to finish this.” 
 
    Denial stiffened her spine. “How do you know what she’d want?” 
 
    A small chuckle. “Because I’ve been around strong, righteous women all my life, and the last thing any of them would want is for a wrong thing to go unpunished. And what these creatures are doing is a very wrong thing. If anyone has a chance of stopping them, it’s you, Charlotte.” 
 
    “Max doesn’t agree.” 
 
    He snorted at the tartness of her tone. “Yes, he does. He just can’t make himself say it yet. We’re big, dumb animals, Detective, who can take on the villains of the world with an attitude and a toothpick to protect those we love. He just wants you to know that. Sometimes strong, righteous women give us the idea that they don’t need us, that we’re in the way, or that we think they’re not every bit as smart and capable as we are. We know you are, Charlotte, but that doesn’t make us any less inclined to act the hero on your behalf. And I won’t mind a’tall if you happen to share that piece of news with a certain redhead I know.” 
 
    Cee Cee turned away from the window to thump her palm against his broad chest. “You’re gonna make a damn fine attorney, Giles.” 
 
    “Hopefully before I’m retirement age.”  
 
    Though he’d worked hard to purge the accent from his voice, his Cajun heritage claimed Giles St. Clair’s soul. He made a quick sign of the cross, murmuring, “Dieu bénisse,” as he touched fingertips to the glass. Falling in step as her long strides carried her down the hallway, he asked, “Where to?” 
 
    She’d started to say “work,” which would have kindled a true argument when her phone pinged.  
 
    – – – 
 
    The last thing Max expected was a text from Mary Kate Malone with an invitation to dinner. 
 
    The first time he’d seen Charlotte’s best friend, she and his wife had been teens, cruelly abducted by order of Jimmy Legere to put pressure on Cee Cee’s cop father not to testify. Having finished a job for Jimmy on the docks, Max had come upon them by accident, two terrified girls in the hands of rough, uncaring men who’d ignored the order not to molest them. They’d done far worse than that. Max had tried to go about his business, as they were none of his, but the pleading blue eyes of one and the fierce bold snarl of the other made demands upon a soul he’d thought lost in the swamps where his mother had died. 
 
     By the time his conscience got the best of him and he returned to put a bloody end to the miscreants, both girls had lost their innocence and nearly their lives. For years, he’d watched from a distance as they struggled to put that ugliness behind them. Neither could. His fascination with the detective’s fierce daughter was rivaled by a need to earn forgiveness from the bubbly cheerleader turned quiet, avenging nun.  
 
    Together, he and Mary Kate, now Sister Catherine, had come to the aid of women and children victimized by violence—she, offering a safe place to stay and sustenance for body and soul, and he, a harsh judgment ending the threat of those who’d terrorized them. Few things had touched upon the battered heart of the attack dog Legere had crafted him into, but the vulnerability of those unable to protect themselves was one of them. Charlotte Caissie was the other. 
 
    Mary Kate and Charlotte, two sides of a once shiny coin tarnished by evil intent, both reborn with very different convictions. Mary Kate provided, Charlotte punished in an effort to rid themselves of their relentless demons. Works still in progress he’d do everything in his power to see to fruition. 
 
    Even if it meant sitting across the dinner table from Philo Tibideaux.  
 
    The ping of his phone as Charlotte messaged her acceptance had him quickly echoing with his own before setting his cell aside to regard the unexpected visitor on the other side of his polished desktop.  
 
    Byron Atcliff wasn’t one to betray emotion. The tic in his lean cheek spoke volumes. “So, this is how you protect her?” 
 
    Instead of protesting that unforgivable failure, Max went into attack mode. “What I’m wondering is how the details of our plan were available to those who’d use ′em against us.” 
 
    Hard eyes flashed. “Explain.” 
 
    “They knew she’d be there. They knew I’d be there. This was no random act. It was planned in advance.” Max let that sink deep before demanding, “Who else knew? I think it’s understood that I’ve no damned reason to endanger my wife and child for anyone’s agenda.” 
 
    For a long moment, Atcliff remained as still as Andrew Jackson’s monument in the Square. “I’ll find out,” he promised. 
 
    “Do that. And do let me know. I think we can both agree this situation has grown too dangerous considering what . . . and who is at risk.” 
 
    “Are you asking for official protection?” 
 
    “From you and yours?” His thunderous laugh exploded. As Atcliff’s glare slit dangerously, he amended, “Do what’s necessary on your end to keep her safe on the streets. I’ll make my own arrangements . . . that I prefer to keep to myself.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you don’t want her pulled off the job.” 
 
    Until that instant, Max thought that’s what he wanted.  Funny how his aversion to agreeing with the police captain opened his eyes to the true situation. 
 
    “No,” he amended in both word and mind. “The streets are better when she’s on them, until she decides to make that change.” 
 
    “Even at the risk of your child?” 
 
    “If you think she’d risk the life of that child for anything in this world or beyond it, you don’t know her. That baby is safer than she’d be in the Federal Reserve.” A pause for emphasis then he added, “Is this going to be a problem?” 
 
    Atcliff pushed out of his chair. “Not to me, no. I run my shop as I see fit. You do the same with your home, and we won’t have an issue. I think it’s been proven that we can’t cooperate even though forced to co-exist in her life.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Max waited until Atcliff reached the door to softly drawl, “Mind telling me what happened to the officers you assigned to shadow her?” 
 
    Without turning, he fired the answer like a shot. “Yes. I mind.” 
 
    The door closed quietly behind him.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Philo Tibideaux worked out of Jacques LaRoche’s old trailer on the docks but lived in the walk-up apartment that had belonged to his brother, Tito. His old friend had encouraged him to move into Savoie’s high rise complex on the riverfront, but Philo didn’t like to be crowded. Or controlled. Following LaRoche’s suggestion felt like a bit of both. 
 
    Savoie’s immergence as their leader had brought the deadly Trackers from the North into their territory. After they killed Philo’s misguided though innocent brother, he’d lost his desire to follow the supposed savior of their kind. Instead, he formed his own group to police the docks and keep his men and their families safe. His Patrol began as a shifter Neighborhood Watch but had expanded far beyond those goals into a paramilitary force to be reckoned with. Through them, he kept an ear to the ground and a finger on the pulse of their world. And a wary eye on Max Savoie. 
 
    Like most, he’d thought the rise of the Promised One would bring those good times legend foretold a-rolling in. So far, he’d seen death and threat and fear. He’d had enough of all three. Only the softening presence of Mary Kate Malone kept him from acting on his worries more aggressively. 
 
    The vivacious blonde cheerleader he’d once admired from afar had infiltrated his world while tutoring his brother when they were teens. She was the one bright spot in their hand-to-mouth struggle to survive. Damned if Tito hadn’t had a magical way with the horn, a skill his big brother hoped would lift them out of their bordering-on-illegal livelihood. Tito thought Mary Kate was an angel. Philo knew she was. An angel far and above his reach even though he’d occasionally catch her eying him with what he didn’t dare call interest. 
 
    What could a gorgeous thing like Mary Kate Malone see in him? 
 
    There must have been something he’d missed because there she was when Tito died, holding his hand, drying his eyes. And there at his door again when her system of beliefs began to crumble. He’d asked no questions, held no expectations. Just seeing her every day, scenting her as she slept behind the closed bedroom door, was enough. Until it wasn’t. 
 
    She’d taught Tito how to read music. And she taught him how to love again. 
 
    No other force in Heaven or on Earth could’ve convinced him to open his home to Max Savoie and make nice with him at their table but, unfortunately, to him Mary Kate was both. It was their first time entertaining as a couple, and he’d be hanged if he’d be the one to ruin it. Baring his teeth in what might be mistaken for a smile, he invited Savoie and his cop inside. 
 
    Mary Kate rushed to embrace their guests with the enthusiasm he lacked, crying, “Come in! We’re so glad you’re here.” 
 
    Savoie caught Philo’s eye. Yeah, right. 
 
    Arm-in-arm, the two friends headed for the small kitchen area that was separated from the rest of the living space by different types of flooring. Only the bedroom and bath had the privacy of walls. 
 
    Savoie extended a carrier of imported dark beer as a peace offering. Checking the alcohol content, Philo decided to be the better man and accept it with a nod, concluding that as long as nobody died, the evening could be endured. 
 
    The first thing Cee Cee noticed was the absence of blankets on the end of the sofa, indicating shared covers in the other room. As she made that deduction, Mary Kate replaced the expected blush with a sly grin as she looped her arm through her friend’s and winked.  
 
    That wasn’t the only thing winking. 
 
    “Oh. My. God!” Cee Cee snatched up her friend’s left hand to admire the small but feisty diamond on her third finger. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “Last night. All by itself.” 
 
    “And,” Philo grumbled, “a helluva lot of persuading.” 
 
    “So,” Cee Cee demanded, ignoring him, “do you have a date?” 
 
    “June. 2035.” 
 
    Mary Kate gave her betrothed a swat. “We haven’t gotten that far. But we wanted you two to be the first to know.” 
 
    The fact that Philo didn’t flinch had Cee Cee squeezing him tighter to offer, “About damned time.” 
 
    His chuckle warmed the chill in the room. 
 
    “You know,” Cee Cee pseudo-whispered, “she’s had an eye on you since high school.” 
 
    Philo regarded the blushing blonde, eyes wide. “What?” 
 
    Cee snorted. “You think she was giving away those lessons outta the goodness of her heart? She was doing it because of those tight jeans you wear.” At Mary Kate’s aghast look, she put up her hand. “Honest truth.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” Philo said quietly. “We aren’t those folks anymore.” He regarded Max for a long moment before stating, “’cause of you.” 
 
    A sudden thunderhead of protective fury, Cee Cee squared off between the two of them, glaring up at her best friend’s love. “Max had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “Sure, he did,” Philo argued, tone still quiet. “’cause if he hadn’t stepped in when he did, you and Mary Kate wouldn’t be here in this room.” He looked to the former Mobster with ego-crushing sincerity. “And I think it’s time I got over myself to thank you for that.” 
 
    Max regarded the extended hand with a surprised blink then gripped it for a quick shake that Tibideaux ended with, “How ′bout we break into them brews?”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Helping Mary Kate clear the table, Cee Cee volunteered at the sink to dry while her best friend washed. As she toweled the inexpensive stoneware, she couldn’t help comparing that simple task to what had finally been accomplished. Mary Kate Malone had wiped the past away and was ready to store it out of sight. Finally. 
 
    “So, ring and all,” she mused. 
 
    Mary Kate slid her a glistening side eye. “He said he’d been planning it since the first time he saw me.” 
 
    Cee Cee snorted. “Who’da thought he was a romantic.” She winced at the well-placed elbow. “Good. It’s time you moved on.” 
 
    Clutching a plate to her chest, her friend inhaled deeply and let it out on a gust of past hopes and fears. “Yes, it is, but I’ve still got a lot of housecleaning to do. Things to put right . . . with you, with Max . . . and family.” 
 
    “Family? I didn’t think you had any.” 
 
    “Surprise!” 
 
    Cee Cee turned, leaning her hip against the lower cupboards to scrutinize her friend more closely. “Good or bad surprise?” 
 
    “Good, I think. Or it could be when I find the courage to share it. Lots of things have changed, Lottie. They sort of evolved after you brought me to Dr. LaRoche’s clinic to recover from my . . . injuries.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s heart clutched at the reminder of how close she’d come to losing her dearest friend again. Max had rescued them the first time. Susanna LaRoche, with her unique treatments and knowledge from the North, provided that second miracle, saving not only Sister Catherine’s life but her immortal soul from an act her vocation could never absolve.  
 
    Mary Kate blessed her with one of those sunny smiles that lightened the darkest moment, the heaviest heart. “Any courage I’ve ever managed to find, I’ve gotten from you. I’m counting on you to catch me if I fall.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Mary Kate turned back to the dishes, leaving Charlotte with an irresistible mystery. 
 
    What family?  
 
    – – –  
 
    “Hello, Warren.” 
 
    Startled by the familiar voice at his ear, Warren Brady’s distracted aim nearly ruined his expensive shoes. Genevieve Savorie was the last person he’d expect to encounter in the men’s room at the Old Absinthe House where he’d been absolving his guilt with a potent drip of 136-proof Pernod in a heavily shadowed corner of the 200-year-old bar. 
 
    Growling his displeasure, he pushed past her, heading to the sinks to wet paper towels for damage control. The sight of his daughter guarding the door didn’t lessen his annoyance. Or his fear. 
 
    “This is a new low, even for you, Genevieve.” 
 
    “I recall we’ve met in less savory places than dark rooms on Bourbon Street.” 
 
    Her censure didn’t improve his mood. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I thought you might like to see Olivia.” 
 
    A glance stabbed toward the stoic female as he vigorously washed his hands. “I see her. So, what else do you want?” 
 
    “I want to know what possessed you to make such a colossal mess of all my hard work,” Genevieve purred. “Explain how being neck deep in a criminal investigation encourages my faith that you’ll be of any use at all.” 
 
    “They have nothing,” he snapped. “Just manufactured and illegally obtained evidence. I’ll be cleared of all charges.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to absolve my misgivings?” 
 
    He spun to glare at her. “What do you know about what goes on here in my city?” 
 
    “Why, Warren, I have eyes and ears everywhere.” 
 
    A chill rode through him, turning his response into an attack. “You think that priest is helping you?” His laugh provoked a tightening of her exquisite features. “He’s in their pocket, Genevieve. He has no loyalty to you or your plans.” 
 
    Her inhale held a poisonous hiss. “What’s between me and Michael isn’t your concern. His isn’t the face on every news channel with a caption of corruption beneath it!” A deflating sigh. “We had plans for you, Warren.” 
 
    Had. The connotation drained his arrogance. “I’ll clean up my own mess. I’ve already got plans in motion.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Still, I’ll have Olivia keep a close eye on you to make sure it’s my agenda you’re devoted to. That won’t be a problem, will it?” 
 
    He gave his daughter a long, reassessing look, as a danger instead of a liability. Olivia had always been the wildcard, the impulsive, self-destructive half of the two children he’d been entrusted to raise. Like him, her goals were far from humanitarian. Ophelia was the altruistic one who’d tried to be a moral compass where no Magnetic North existed. Ophelia, who’d had the bad fortune of falling in love with one from the faction he planned to suppress or eliminate. At least there were no more illusions between them, though an annoying fondness and respect remained. But that wouldn’t protect her from becoming collateral damage. Warren Brady looked out for Warren Brady.  
 
    Olivia returned his appraisal, the cold, dead stare that of a predator, her smile a display of teeth promising a vicious bite. No trace of fear or fondness remained. “It’s good to be home, Daddy. The only thing missing is Phe. But then you certainly burned that bridge, along with her mate’s family.” 
 
    He turned from her without comment. 
 
    Genevieve watched the interplay with bored amusement. “She’ll help you tidy up. If you can’t be of value to our cause, there’s no reason to keep you alive.” 
 
    “I will be, Genevieve. I’ve always been your right hand.” 
 
    Her mouth pursed. “Flatter yourself if it helps get things done. Our plans must be above reproach if we’re to assume control in this city. Even a swamp filled with vile creatures needs a leader. If not you, I’ve another in mind.” 
 
    That undercut his prideful confidence. “Who? Who could give you everything I’ve promised?” 
 
    “Keep those vows,” she warned in answer. “You’ve got one chance, Warren. Use it wisely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    They stayed late. All the beer disappeared, Cee Cee grumbling about not getting a taste. Since Giles had dropped her off, she drove them home in the Camaro. After several miles of silence, she ventured, “That went well. Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Making it easier.” 
 
    “Making what easier?” 
 
    “Saying I’m sorry.” 
 
    His smile flashed in the darkness. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for, sha. I’m the one who’s overreacting.” 
 
    “What’s so terrible about being an overprotective male?” 
 
    He took a breath and plunged in. “It terrified me when communications went dead.”  
 
    “Max—” 
 
    His words gushed on. “The things that went on in my mind . . .” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Get you home so my heart rate can get back to normal. I spoke to Atcliff.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s hands whitened on the wheel. “Oh?” 
 
    “I assured him that you’re willing, able and eager to return to duty.” 
 
    Her jaw loosened then shut on a breathy, “You did?” 
 
    “Lesson learned, Detective. You’re the best judge of your own limitations.” 
 
    She considered that for a moment then claimed, “I wasn’t worried. I knew you were there.” She flashed him a soft glance. “You saved Dr. Jones. And as soon as the investigation is complete, we rebuild Bright Haven for Women so she has work to return to when she recovers.” 
 
    He smiled then turned to the road ahead. She sounded so confident, he couldn’t darken that hope with doubt.  
 
    Genevieve Savorie couldn’t be underestimated. She had resources and money and motivation. And she had what they did not. Time. Time to plot and plan and discover their vulnerabilities. Charlotte was his strength, but also his weakness, his Queen to be protected at all costs if the match of skill and strategy was to be won. In allowing her to return to the streets, he was exposing his flank as well as his heart.  
 
    But they didn’t know his mate. And that would be their downfall. 
 
    That, and being foolish enough to touch what was his. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he began, voice soft and threaded dangerously with steel, “we go back to work and find out who betrayed our trust. I put Silas on our mysterious Mr. Maitlin from Chicago. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and intercept him and the information he stole.” Genetic information on his wife and unborn child. “And perhaps discover who his accomplice is here in New Orleans.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s jaw turned concrete. “Brady. We both know it.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” Quietly, determinedly said. 
 
    “Someone put our child in danger, Max. We’ll find out who. And we’ll make them very, very sorry.”  
 
    – – –  
 
    Bram Terriot wasn’t pleased. And when he wasn’t happy, no one was happy . . . or safe within reach of his massive fists.  
 
    He was no longer the wasted, muddled old man his treasonous sons had incarcerated in a Reno hotel prison. He hadn’t withered away, as expected, while Cale assumed his stolen mantle as the clan’s pretended savior.  
 
    They should have known better than to let him live. 
 
    Instead of obliging the traitors with his lingering death, he’d used the time to recover from the debilitating effects of the poisons that bitch Martine had been feeding him. Word of her violent end by her own hand had been disappointing. He’d dreamed of wringing that slender neck she’d slashed herself to escape Cale’s wrath. But dead was dead, and he was glad to be rid of her. Once his mind finally cleared from its fog of madness, he’d begun plotting a fitting revenge, using the never-ending hours of captivity and an infinite tide of rage to pump up muscle and endurance, becoming again a terrifying mountain of brute force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Bram the Beast. 
 
    The sons who’d rescued him were terrified in his presence. Good. They should be. They’d expected reward and position within the world he’d remake upon the ashes of Cale’s ruin. Fools. Where were these sons when the pretender had him imprisoned?  
 
    He paced the confinement of the strange hotel room while his son Stephen struggled to hide his fear. The old king could smell it, stronger now that Lee, his accomplice, weak link that he was, had been compromised and killed in some sleazy Vegas casino. His life wasn’t as big a loss as the funds he’d been funneling.  
 
    After Cale proclaimed himself their king, they’d waited in spineless trepidation until outsiders—one a coward of no consequence and one a human policeman—approached to make that first overture. He’d listened to their plots and ambitions and waited to learn of his place within them. A king reduced to blunt instrument to be wielded at their will. They expected him to be grateful for his freedom, for their token favors, a compliant pawn in schemes for their betterment, not his. He smiled, baring sharp teeth. 
 
    They didn’t know him.  
 
    Their plans weren’t his plans. His began with freedom and now turned to vengeance that would end in his total control.  
 
    Of everything.  
 
    – – – 
 
    “I hear the missus was grateful for your assistance.” 
 
    Max’s smile flashed in the dim light drifting out onto the porch from deep within the house. “Thin walls.” 
 
    Cale’s rough laugh confirmed it. He stood at the top of the steps leading out into the dark yard, a lonely stance, telegraphing his wish to be overlooking mountain pines instead of Louisiana live oaks. He rubbed his thigh, but nothing could ease the pain of all he’d lost. “She’s not going to stop.” 
 
    “Neither are we until every last one of them is driven into the Gulf or to hell.” 
 
    “Good plan. Got an army to make it happen?” 
 
    “Working on it.” Max came to stand beside him, at peace for the first time in a long time despite their uncertain future, and he meant to savor it the way he had the female upstairs until she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep. “We don’t need the numbers if we’ve got the skill.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cale mused. “But as long as she’s out there, everything we’ve built and love is in danger. She won’t stop until we stop her. Permanently.” 
 
    “But your people are safe.” More question than fact. 
 
    The Terriot king’s shoulders rose and fell. “So far, my father’s keeping a low profile. But that won’t last long. When he steps out of the shadows . . .” His tight jaw worked over that unfinished thought. 
 
    “You’re afraid of him.” Statement not condemnation. 
 
    “Hell yes, I am.” That explosive claim was unexpected. “We all are. That’s why we’re still alive. We knew when to bow. And we know when to fight. He doesn’t. He only knows his way. He won’t compromise for the sake of family or survival. Those things don’t matter to him. Control matters. And he won’t stop until he has it in his fist again.” 
 
    “And you’re in his way.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Long as we five stand united, he looks weak. I asked Adam to stay back because of his children. If we fail, the family’ll need a calm voice.”  
 
    Cale fell silent for a long moment, staring out into that shadowed darkness as if it held his fate. Finally, quietly, he added, “It’ll come down to him and me. We’ve always known that. I’ve never had more at stake . . . and I’ve never been weaker.” He started at the weighty press of Max’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t forget all you’ve learned. It’s not just strength, it’s awareness.” 
 
    “Magic.” Cale issued a soft laugh as he recalled the lesson he’d gotten from Max and Nica. How to bend light and warp space. To slow the world around him. Cool, scary shit that had saved his bacon and now would help him save his kind. If he could find that calm, inner strength again and gain control. “Seems like a lifetime ago.” 
 
    Max regarded him for a long, uncomfortable moment, reading more into that statement than Cale meant to reveal. “Perhaps what you’ve lost isn’t your strength but your confidence.” 
 
    Silence, then a gruff, “Fuck you, Savoie. What do you know?”  
 
    “Not as much as I thought, apparently.” As Max shrugged and turned toward the house, Cale stopped him with a quiet plea.  
 
    “I need your promise. You pride yourself on your word once given.” 
 
    “I do, yes.”  
 
    Cale didn’t turn, his rigid stance conveying uneasy tension. “Protect them—Kendra and my brothers’ mates. My father’ll come for me and my brothers. He’ll want to wipe every trace of us from our line, so the next generation won’t make us martyrs. He’ll purge all who defied him. No one’ll be spared. 
 
    “So, promise me Kendra and our child will be safe. Warn Silas and Bree. They won’t take me seriously, but they’ll listen to you. Make sure they survive, and that Mia, Sylvia, Ophelia and Amber are out of his reach. If my brothers and I lose this battle, do whatever needs to be done to keep them alive.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that, Cale.” 
 
    He turned, fierce stare locking on Max’s, incendiary in the dim light. “You don’t know him.” 
 
    “I do,” Max argued softly. “I understand monsters. I’ve confronted them almost every day of my life. They can’t be bargained with. They can’t be trusted to keep their word. They have no honor, no empathy, no loyalty. There can be no compromise or sacrifices now. We all win, or we all lose. All of us. I promise I will stand with you and yours to the last of us so all can be free because I refuse to allow evil to win anything else away from me.” 
 
    Cale assessed him and his words. “I’ll hold you to that.”  
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    She’d just finished proofreading her report when the call came down. Time for a trip to Atcliff’s office. 
 
    “Come in and close the door.” 
 
    Cee Cee obeyed her captain’s gruff command, assuming a seat before that broad desk as she’d done so many times before. And got right to it. 
 
    “What the hell happened yesterday, Uncle Byron?” 
 
    Her use of the honorary title undercut his stiff demeanor. “I’m sure as hell going to find out.” 
 
    That angry growl softened her approach. Still, she needed to hear his answers. “What happened to the men assigned to back me?” 
 
    “According to their accounts, they were called off to attend what turned out to be a false report.” 
 
    Confirming what Boucher and Hammond had said. Cee Cee sagged back in her chair. “Seems to be a lotta that going around lately. Someone inside our house isn’t playing for the good guys anymore.” 
 
    Atcliff’s strong jaw ground down tight on that statement. “Ideas?” 
 
    “Nothing firm yet.” 
 
     Then he blindsided her. “Maybe it’s time for you to step off the streets. Savoie expressed his concern and I share it, both as your superior and your mentor.” 
 
    Getting benched in the middle of her case? Not very damned likely. Her reply was a tad more diplomatic. “Not yet.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be surprised but I am, considering the reports I’ve reviewed.” His gruff voice softened. “How’s the civilian doing?” 
 
    Blinking fiercely, Cee Cee relayed what she’d learned from Kinesha Jones’s doctors. Atcliff accepted it with a somber nod. 
 
    “And you believe it’s tied into the Pomerelli matter.” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Then find out how. And why.” 
 
    “On it, sir.” 
 
    Both relieved and juiced, Charlotte returned to the squad room where the sight of Alain Babineau on the phone, leaning back with his feet on the desk next to hers, megawatt smile in play as he worked the conversation, brick-walled her to a stop. Dammit! Why the cords of doubt square knotting in her belly? How could she share a ride and her life beside him without trusting him with two of the things most precious to her—her honor and her unborn? 
 
    Time for answers. 
 
    Distracted by the vibration of her phone, she glanced quickly at the screen. Esterline Coulette. Mother or sister to her witness? Instead of going to her work space, she stepped into the break room. 
 
    “Detective Caissie.” 
 
    “My boy, DeShawn, he say to call you if I no hear from him.” 
 
    The panicked older voice stirred an answering tightness in her gut. “Mrs. Coulette, when was the last you spoke with him?” 
 
    “Two day ago. He ne’er misses a day or a call. Ne’er. I call his job. He not been there, neither. You not know my boy. He good boy. He ne’er give his mammon no worries.” 
 
    Terribly afraid the only news she’d be able to give the fearful mother was bad, Cee Cee took down a list of student friends and professors before promising, “I’ll look into it, Mrs. Coulette, personally.” After disconnecting, she slumped in her chair. This was not the way she wanted to start her day. 
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    She spent morning through midday on campus, talking to roommates, classmates, and teachers. All liked DeShawn. None offered any help except to confirm the last time they’d seen him was two days prior. That left a visit to his workplace. 
 
    Glo caught her eye and immediately busied herself with customers at the other end of Pour Boys’ bar. Jerky movements telegraphed fear. Cee Cee planted herself on a barstool, ready to outlast her evasion. Finally, wiping down the already gleaming bar top with her rag, Glo swept past her without making eye contact. 
 
    “I ain’t talking to you.” 
 
    Encouraged by that low mutter, Cee Cee pretended to study the precisely aligned top shelf selection. “I’ve got nothing but time. Can you say the same?” 
 
    Under the pretext of preparing a seltzer water for her, Glo whispered, “I don’t know where DeShawn got to. He don’t come in. He don’t call. I ain’t endin’ up like Val. I gots a wife and little girl at home who needs me.” 
 
    “I understand, but that won’t help DeShawn. I thought you were friends.” 
 
    “He like a brother to me.” 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    Gloria’s stare met hers. “I cannot say,” she whispered. 
 
    The bartender was hiding him or helping him stay hidden. 
 
    “I won’t take up any more of your time.” She drew out her card and scribbled her cell number. “If you hear from him, see him, or have any news, call. Anytime, day or night. I’ll let you get back to work.” She took a sip of the seltzer. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “You don’t owe me nuthin’.”  
 
    “I can help him. And you.” 
 
    A stony stare dipped to the number and back. Then Glo turned away to hustle down the row of patrons to freshen drinks, laughing easily at poorly executed come-on lines, never glancing back her way. 
 
    Charlotte had what she needed. Now, she’d wait for a call.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Max wasn’t sure who was the more uncomfortable, him at learning the identity of their before-dinner guest or the guest himself. 
 
    He and Stan Schoenbaum had history, one that had started ugly when Max was just a boy. Schoenbaum and two of his rookie pals had come across Jimmy Legere’s young protégé when he was alone and decided to use the kid as a punching bag to vent their anger toward the slippery Mobster. In retaliation, Jimmy made a fatal example of one of them. Schoenbaum, a womanizer, loud-mouth and bully, blamed Max not only for his friend’s death but for all his deficits, vowing revenge. Until his treasured daughter, Kelly was taken by the “Tides That Bind” killer and Max became his only hope of finding her out in the swamps he knew well. By saving her, Max in a way had also rescued the detective from his determined self-destruct. 
 
    Max wasn’t one for collecting on debts, having done his share of that for Jimmy. He’d rescued a frightened child because he’d once been one. If Schoenbaum wanted to feel beholding because of it, that was on him. A return favor wasn’t owed and wouldn’t be demanded. 
 
    Charlotte and Stan had history, too. She’d been upfront about that, as she was with most things, unpleasant or not. She’d said no to the married man’s advances and he hadn’t liked it, making it his purpose in life to make hers difficult. Until she’d convinced her unconventional lover to save Schoenbaum’s daughter’s life. That pivotal moment put the detective in her debt, too. And Max guessed the time to square that one was here. 
 
    Even dressed like a suburban dad who spent his weekends in front of a big screen with a pack of Dixie Beer cheering for the seasonal home team, there was no mistaking the man on the porch for anything but a cop. A cop’s eyes were never still, their hands never far from their sidearm. Schoenbaum was all old-school cop.  
 
    “Detective.” 
 
    “Savoie. Any idea what this is about?” 
 
    “No. You?” 
 
    A shrug. “Nice digs. Never gotten past the porch before.” He grinned. “Couldn’t get a warrant.”  
 
    As they traveled that soaring entry hall, Max’s tension eased. “How’s your little girl?” 
 
    A choky swallow delayed his response. “She’s in school. A dance academy. Got real talent, that one. Didn’t get it from me. Got a cop’s flat feet.” A pause. “She’s doing good . . . thanks to you.” 
 
    “That musta hurt to say.” 
 
    The detective drew up and after a moment, cast a side glance. “Not as much as I thought it would. Marilyn holds you in her prayers, if that means anything to you.” 
 
    “Yes.” A nod. “It does. Thank her for me.” 
 
    Schoenbaum entered Jimmy’s study, looked about as he remarked, “So, this is where the old bastard conducted his dirty deeds and ordered murder for hire.” 
 
    “You don’t expect me to comment on that, do you?” 
 
    The detective chuckled. “Never in a million years.” His fingertips stroked across the big desk as if the residue of bad deeds had left a noticeable stain. “I’ve no beef with you ′less you’re using it for the same purpose.” 
 
    A throaty chuckle sounded from the doorway behind them. 
 
    “I keep him occupied elsewhere.” 
 
    Schoenbaum turned to sweep Max’s mate and wife with an appreciative stare. “I wouldn’t argue if I were him.” 
 
    Max couldn’t blame any breathing male for regarding Charlotte Caissie with fleeting thoughts of mischief. The tall, strong, lusciously defined female inspired them with her bold appearance and brassy talk. Used to trading verbal shots with her male associates, gender remained safely holstered if the males in question wanted to escape injury. As Stan Schoenbaum could painfully attest. 
 
    But tonight, in her Prada and pearls, she looked more elegant hostess than streetwise crimefighter as Max greeted her with a kiss upon one dramatically sculpted cheek. 
 
    “Good choice, sha,” he whispered against her ear. “You’ve cleverly disarmed us both.” With the designer duds to remind Schoenbaum of her off-the-clock status and the pearls, a gift from Max, to bind him in his role as genial host. The slant of bold dark eyes didn’t deny it as she moved to greet their guest. 
 
    “Thanks for coming out on such short notice.” 
 
    “Curiosity is killing me.” 
 
    She waved him into Jimmy’s favorite chair, probably to antagonize the Mobster’s ghost, then sank down on the couch, patting the cushion beside her to bring Max to heel as she addressed the detective.  
 
    “What I’m asking is strictly off the record. I’m trusting you to keep this to yourself. Don’t make me sorry.” 
 
    “You won’t be.” 
 
    Analyzing his puzzled expression, Max believed him and, for the first time, believed in him. 
 
    “Babineau,” she began. “I need everything.” 
 
    An incredulous laugh exploded. “Babineau? This is about Mr. Super Squeaky Clean? That won’t take more than a minute.” 
 
    Cee Cee didn’t smile. “Need to know if that’s still true.” 
 
    Stan slumped back into the Mobster’s throne. “Sonuva—Babineau? He’s like a Fifties TV show good guy.” 
 
    “Make me believe it.” Again. 
 
    Slipping his hand over hers, Max came to her rescue. “He might be caught up in something and can’t find his way out. You know how that is.” 
 
    Schoenbaum’s expression stiffened then relaxed on a heavy sigh. “Yeah, I do. It’s there every day on the streets, whispering to you like a call-girl, making promises, making you feel important, like you can make things happen, that nobody will ever know. Many a good man has fallen into that trap.” 
 
    “Men like my father.”  
 
    Knowing Cee Cee half hoped her co-worker would deny it, Max squeezed her fingers to soften the blow of an inevitable truth. 
 
    “Yeah, like Tommy. One of the good ones who always said no . . . until he couldn’t.” Cee Cee’s slight nod relieved the burden of truth from his shoulders. “Haven’t heard nothing ′bout Babineau to tarnish his halo. What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    Voice flat and calm, she laid it out as if discussing some nameless perp who’d wandered onto her radar: Babineau’s previous entanglement with a witness, not mentioning Amber by name or her connection to Max’s kind; his suspicious dealings with Cummings; his illegal use of electronics in his vendetta against Brady; and, the sudden availability of a cash crop to buy his way from a tiny suburban home into a gated community. Max understood the cost to her loyal heart even before she bared it. 
 
    “I need to know who’s leveraging him and why.” Charlotte’s strong features tightened, her eyes glowing like coals. “Make no mistake here. This isn’t about bringing him down. It’s about pulling him out. He’s my partner, my friend, my family.” 
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Across the Big Muddy in Algiers, Maisy J’s wasn’t the type of place one took a date. It was where one went to find one. At a reasonable price. What went on beneath its roof stayed there, making the original proprietors a tidy sum, and it’s surviving one a fortune. The other benefit was having a safe place to conduct private business both carnal and criminal. 
 
    Amber James had grown up beneath its roof, daughter of two of the three owners. At fifteen, she’d caught the eye and violent attentions of her parents’ silent partner, bringing a young police officer to her rescue. Now mated to the Terriot prince who’d taken her and her daughter in, she was a different kind of threat to Warren Brady. The kind that could not only ruin his career but put him behind the bars of justice he’d perverted. And he’d be damned if he’d give the scheming bitch that kind of power over him. 
 
    “I don’t see how this is our problem, Warren.” 
 
    Brady glared across the desk in his small office tucked away from the other business he ran upstairs. “Because we’re all in this together, Manny. You think they’ll be content just taking me down? Think again. They’ll go after both of you next. Secrets as dark as ours don’t remain secret for long, especially if one of us goes to prison.” 
 
    The third of the trio who’d remained mostly silent, spoke to that. “No one’s going to prison. No one’s getting as far as trial. Not if we keep our mouths shut. We stick to the plan and ride out Warren’s bad judgment.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Brady grumbled. 
 
    “It’s not, and you know it. I have aspirations for my future, and I’m not about to let your ego destroy them.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Blutafino sighed wearily, “let’s not make this personal. But when I have cops in my place of business threatening me, I can’t help but think you,” he stabbed a stubby finger at Brady, “are a liability.”  
 
    “With enough information to see you both buried!” 
 
    “This is your mess,” Manny argued. “Tidy it up before I have to call in my cleaners to take care of you.” 
 
    The third in their group spoke up again, this time with a weary finality. “No one is taking out cops when the real problem goes around on both two and four legs. We need a distraction for them to focus on until we wash our dirty linen.” 
 
    “A distraction.” Brady tapped fingertips together. “I think I can manage that.” Time to use the weapon he’d been hoarding like a decadent dessert all for himself. 
 
    His slow smile promised hell was about to rain down upon his enemies, beginning with the one who’d stolen his freedom and his daughter.  
 
    They’d regret betraying him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    “Chris. Chris!” 
 
    Kip Terriot forced eyelids apart for a glance at the clock. Three a.m.? He squinted at his brother’s silhouette. “Simon? Wassup?” He kept his voice to a whisper so as not to wake his mate. 
 
    “Someone’s in the house.” 
 
    Alarm spiked, waking him fully. “You sure?” 
 
    A quick nod. “I was going to the kitchen and saw someone moving in the hall down there.” 
 
    “Sure it wasn’t Carl?” Their middle brother slept in the guest room on the main floor. 
 
    The boy’s expression clenched. “I’m sure.” 
 
    Ophelia stirred beneath the covers. “What is it?” Before he could answer, she sat up with a gasp. “Something dark is close.” 
 
    Kip never doubted her intuitive visions. “Can you tell what? Or who?” His first thought was Olivia, but Phe’s quick headshake said no. One sister could always tell when the other was near. 
 
    Kip slipped from the king bed and into gym shorts he’d tossed to the floor in his hurry to get between those sheets and his wife’s knees earlier that evening. “You check the others?” he asked his younger sibling. 
 
    “Still asleep from what I could tell. Don’t know about Carl.”  
 
    He grabbed up a tee shirt, tugging it over his head as thoughts sharpened. “Don’t come down.” Before the boy could protest, he added, “Gather the others, quietly, and help Phe keep them safe in here until I get back.” 
 
    “But you might need me.” 
 
    “I do. Here, to protect them.” 
 
    “Christopher—” 
 
    Kip cut off whatever else Phe meant to say with a quick, fierce kiss, refusing to believe it would be their last. Moving quickly into the large dark room Ophelia’s grandfather had used as an office, he palmed a silver letter opener by its leather-wrapped handle as the closest weapon at hand then ran out into the hall where the other bedroom doors stood slightly ajar. His sisters Cassie and Merry shared one, their shapes visible beneath the covers. His grandmother snored lustily in the other, but the spot beside her where Lydia should have been was empty. 
 
    His heart revved as worse case scenarios raced for a long second. Could she have been taken? Or was Lydia their mysterious visitor and their panic for nothing? Wishing for the second but fearing the first, he closed off thought to act on instinct.   
 
    Protect.  
 
    Bare feet fell swift and silent down the hallway runner to the graceful curve of the open staircase. The massive foyer of the big house lay dark beneath him. If Lydia had come this way, she’d head to the kitchen for a forbidden treat. 
 
    Please let it just be the child Simon had heard. 
 
    He’d started toward the family areas when a faint scuffle drew him to the rarely used formal dining room. The large table with its bordering parade of stuffy chairs stood in unwelcoming shadow, offering no haven. Unless one was a small girl. 
 
    “Lydie.” 
 
    His soft whisper encouraged a scramble of movement. He bent just in time to receive the catapulting figure. Trembling arms collared his neck as he straightened, crushing her close. A whisper brushed his ear as her shivers grew convulsive. 
 
    “In the kitchen. There’s a monster. It has sharp teeth and red eyes.” 
 
    Ordinarily, he’d have called her claim the product of a lingering nightmare. But these weren’t ordinary times. 
 
    “Did it see you?” 
 
    Wisps of baby fine hair grazed his cheek as her head shook.  
 
    Kip eased back into the hallway, senses on full alert. All he had was a letter opener to defend women and children against an elite killer. Only a highly skilled Tracker could have breached the estate’s security. Or Olivia Brady about her father’s . . . or real mother’s . . . business.  
 
    Bare feet made no sound as he hurried toward the stairs. First, he’d get Lydia to the negligible safety above then he’d come back for Carl. He’d gotten halfway up the graceful twist when a low rumbling broke gooseflesh. Very slowly, he bent to put Lydia down. When she refused to release him, he gently uncoiled her arms and whispered, “Go tell Ophelia I’ll be up in a minute. I need you to do that for me, so she won’t be scared. I’ll be right behind you. Don’t look back.” 
 
    Huge eyes glittering, she smushed a quick kiss on his cheek then ran. 
 
    Kip straightened, defensive fury boiling through him as he faced the shadowy figure now at the foot of the stairs. All in black, including a hooded half-mask through which lurid eyes sparked red and gold, the figure was definitely female. That made her no less dangerous, not after Savoie’s aunt had become a beast that nearly ended Cale’s life. 
 
    Sharp fangs appeared as the intruder placed her foot on the bottom riser. Words rumbled in an unrecognized growl. 
 
    “Time for you all to die, Terriot.” 
 
    Kip held his ground, letting his own basic nature lengthen teeth and hair. Muscle bulged, massive thighs straining fabric. As fingertips spouted razor-sharp claws, toenails curved, gripping the edge of the step for traction. No one was getting past him to harm his family. He widened his stance, becoming a wall of ferocious determination between her and his loved ones. 
 
    As the flame-eyed creature took her first step up, an explosive roar reverberated through the cavernous hall. Carl Fraser stepped out into the foyer, a gigantic pistol braced with both hands. 
 
    “Get away from my family, you bitch!” 
 
    Hand clasped to a seeping shoulder, their would-be attacker howled, fury tempered by pain as she stumbled back then fled through the kitchen area, presumably out the same way she’d stealthily entered. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Simon leaned over the balcony railing, eyes popped wide in amazement. 
 
    As the pistol began to waver in an equally startled Carl’s grip, Kip raced down the steps to pursue the intruder. By the time he returned from that futile quest, the rest of his family had gathered above. Very carefully, Kip eased the gun from his brother’s white-knuckled grip then hugged him tight. 
 
    “Was that a movie quote?” 
 
    “It was the only badass thing I could think of.” 
 
    Kip rumpled the teen’s close-cropped hair then stepped back. He showed the pistol to Ophelia as she hurried down the steps, loosely belted robe winging out behind her. “I thought you said this didn’t work?” 
 
    Carl cleared his throat. “Uncle Rico fixed it for me.” 
 
    Phe put her arms about them for a fierce squeeze. “Good ole Uncle Rico.” Stepping back, she turned a somber gaze to her mate. “We’re not safe here anymore.” 
 
    “I’ll find a place.” 
 
    Problem was, Kip wasn’t sure there was such a thing. Until Rico showed up at their gate with his mate and Babineau in separate vehicles.  
 
    Rico grabbed Kip and Carl up in a crushing hug then pushed away with an all-business, “Let’s get you guys outta here.” 
 
    Kip had no more questions, letting Rico stride into the house to take charge. 
 
    “Morning. Pack up and get ready to roll.” 
 
    Hiding her misgivings behind a polite smile, Ophelia asked, “Mind telling us where?” 
 
    They’d done the math. The children and their grandmother would go to Babineau’s where they’d be safe in his gated community, bunking in their extra room and huge rec area. Kip and Ophelia would stay temporarily with Rico while the brothers took care of business. 
 
    Phe didn’t ask what kind of business that might be. Instead, she targeted Rico more directly. “You gave a child a loaded weapon.” 
 
    Before Carl could yip that he was no child, his uncle draped an arm about his shoulders. “Yeah, I did. And showed him how to use it.” 
 
    Her eyes glistened. “Thank you.” 
 
    They packed light and fast, mood sober but not fearful, knowing they were in good hands.  
 
    Concerned by his youngest brother’s silent acceptance, Rico cut to it. “This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Brady knew about this place,” probably thanks to Olivia, “and was waiting until we got comfortable to strike.” 
 
    “I think it’s bigger than just Brady being a bitch.” At Kip’s prompting look, he explained. “This, on top of what happened with Colin, I’d say we’re all being targeted. Time to circle the wagons.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    While Ophelia made a temporary home for Kip and herself in Evangeline’s room, Max and Cale arrived in response to Rico’s call to discuss the ramifications of the Baton Rouge attack with him and his other two brothers.  
 
    “This is a first step, not an endgame,” Max said carefully. “And it’s not just Brady anymore.”  
 
    His conclusion was what they all feared. 
 
    “It’s a warning shot.” Colin paced the living area, looking ragged and on edge. “There’s no safe place to hide if they’re determined to kill us. Our only chance for survival is to take the fight to them where they live.” 
 
    “You want to go at Brady right in front of the news cameras?” Kip didn’t say that like he thought it was a bad idea. 
 
    “It’s not just Brady,” Colin reminded. “If he adds our father into the mix, we’re done.” 
 
    “Ain’t you just a ray a sunshine,” Rico grumbled, flopping down on the sofa. “There’s no denying he can pull numbers we can’t. He knows how we think, what we’ll do.” 
 
    “Not all of us, he doesn’t.” Cale looked to Max. “He doesn’t know you.” 
 
    This was the moment Max feared was coming, when he’d be called upon to fulfill the role destiny said was his. The Shifter King. If he believed in such things. Apparently, the Terriots did, for they looked to him expectantly. He took a breath and waded in. “We’ll prepare, organize.” He nodded to Rico. “You’ve got the loyalty of the Patrol behind you.” 
 
    “Some,” he argued, “not all. We need Tibideaux. He can rally them in ways I can’t as an outsider.” 
 
    “Then get Tibideaux.” 
 
    A tap on the door distracted them as Mia slipped inside, her gaze seeking Colin. “What’s happened? Can I help?” 
 
    Noting Colin’s brief hesitation, Amber smiled at her. “Come in. You’re always welcome.” 
 
    So, Max wondered, observing the scene, why didn’t Colin look like it? 
 
    He hadn’t seen the former Guedry heir since the hospital. She’d recovered well but as he watched her interact with the others, something seemed . . . off. It was nothing in her appearance, though she was still pale, nor in her mannerisms. It went deeper, to that place he’d tried to reach while she lay upon that hospital bed. Mia Guedry hadn’t been there. 
 
    Why wasn’t he sensing her now?  
 
    – – – 
 
    Relief melted the iron-hard lines of Jacques LaRoche’s face as Max and Silas approached the bar just before the rush began, Silas asking, “Where is he?” 
 
    The bar owner tipped the bristle-covered top of his head toward a grouping of empty tables near the back door. “Been there for the better part of two hours, sucking up enough to put a normal fella into a coma or a coffin.” 
 
    Studying the lone figure slumped over his glass in the shadows, Max mused, “He doesn’t look dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not taking any chances after the last time he drank up my inventory and nearly ripped my clientele to pieces. I’m making him your problem.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it.” Silas assured with a placating smile.  
 
    Jacques merely shrugged. “Just do it quick and quiet and without any property damage.” 
 
    Max nodded to the back stairs. “Your office available?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t make a mess I have to clean up.” 
 
    For the two of them to approach the table without Colin Terriot noticing set off alarms. Even a glaze of drunkenness couldn’t cover the sharp edge of pain in his face as he blinked slowly to acknowledge them. 
 
    “Hey, got a minute?” Silas reached for an elbow, tugging determinedly to haul the big Shifter’s unresponsive weight from the chair.  
 
    When an uncoordinated effort failed to find his glass, Max interceded with a quiet, “I’ll get that for you.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” MacCreedy grumbled, struggling to drag the listing figure up the short flight of steps, “Might as well be towing a cement truck with its parking brake on.” Colin’s head rolled back, the momentum taking them back down two of the stairs. “A hand, Savoie?” 
 
    With Max on the opposite side, they managed to navigate their rudderless barge of a friend, who was determined to go anywhere but in the right direction, into Cheveux du Chien’s pristine office. Before they reached the right-angled leather couches, Colin muttered, “I need to sit down,” and the muscles in his sturdy legs liquefied. Max managed to get a hip under his to act as fulcrum, tipping the huge Terriot toward the final drop to the cushions. Expensive upholstery groaned beneath the sudden deposit of his weight. 
 
    While Silas went into the small bathroom to wet a towel and fetch an equally chilled water bottle from the mini-fridge, Max arranged uncoordinated arms and legs to keep the drunken prince from toppling over. Colin’s head dropped onto the couch back, jaw loosening for the issuance of a sound-barrier-breaking snore. MacCreedy plopped the cold towel over his slack features, inciting a frantic flailing of arms and legs until it slid off into his lap.   
 
    Dulled green eyes blinked open, regarding them with surprise. “Oh, hey. When’d you get here?” He glanced around in confusion, finally focusing on Max. “Where’s here?” 
 
    “LaRoche invited us to make sure you didn’t redecorate.” 
 
    “LaRoche?” He struggled to haul himself upright, comically tasting the aftereffects of the past hours lying bitter in his mouth. Then some awful truth settled like a load of concrete. “Oh, hell.” Elbows on knees, he dropped heavy head into hands. 
 
    Max and Silas exchanged worried glances. They’d been at Silas’s condo discussing the Terriot situation when LaRoche called Max after he couldn’t reach Rico. Silas had come along reluctantly, not sure what to expect. Certainly, not this. 
 
    “Colin?” Silas asked, as they settled on either side of him. “Does Mia know where you are?” When his head rolled a negative, he added, “Where’s Mia?” 
 
    “It’s not Mia.”  
 
    At that gruff mumble, Silas placed a firm hand on one slumped shoulder and repeated more forcefully, “Where is she, Colin?” 
 
    “What? Oh. With Dr. LaRoche.” 
 
    Max frowned. The strange quiver of apprehension returned. “Is she all right?” 
 
    “Follow up appointment.” 
 
    Relieved, he prompted, “So you came here to wait.” 
 
    “And get good and lit before driving her home.” 
 
    The Terriot prince didn’t respond to the tartness of Silas’ remark, not directly. “No.” Slowly, he straightened, letting his large form pour back against the couch, head thumping the one-way glass overlooking the bar area. His eyes closed. “It’s not Mia,” he groaned. 
 
    “It’s not,” Silas agreed, more charitably, to a degree. “None of this is her fault. Or yours. But she’s depending on you, so quit your damn whining and deal with things.” 
 
    A frighteningly lucid stare fixed on him. “She’s not Mia.” 
 
    Colin shoved the hand off his shoulder. “Whatever that thing is that’s in my house and in my bed is not my mate! I don’t know what they brought back but it wasn’t . . . It isn’t her.” Voice breaking, his fury fell apart the same dramatic way he was.  
 
    Silas quickly composed himself, trying to convince Colin to do the same with a soothing, “Maybe there’s a simple explanation.” When Colin held his stare without blinking, he reasoned, “What’s different about her?” 
 
    Colin knuckled bleary eyes. “Not everything. Not even most things. Just the ones I’d notice . . . when we’re alone.” 
 
    Was he talking about intimacy? Silas cast a “Help me out here,” glance at Max, but he was studying the glass tabletop, giving Silas no option but to proceed carefully. “She went through a terrible trauma. I’m sure Dr. LaRoche warned you that things might be a little awkward at first. Be patient and I’m sure she’ll respond—”  
 
    He flicked a dismissive hand, voice a growl. “I’m not talking about sex.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing eyes shut to concentrate. “It’s hard to describe. Her scent.” His gaze flashed up, high-beam bright. “Her scent is different.” 
 
    “The pregnancy—” 
 
    “No! It’s not a hormonal thing. It’s a bond thing. There’s something broken, something missing. Like we’re . . . strangers.” 
 
    Before Silas could speak again, Max put up a hand and leaned in. “What else is off?” 
 
    Startled then grateful for his belief, Colin considered the question for a long moment before murmuring, “Coffee. She’s drinking coffee. She hasn’t been able to since that first month. The taste, even the smell of it makes her sick, even if I’m the one drinking it.” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Pregnant women get strange likes and dislikes.” 
 
    Colin turned on him with a snarl. “Would pregnancy make her start rolling the toothpaste tube instead of squeezing from the middle? Make her sleep on the left side of the bed, with extra pillows? Straighten and pick up everything then put it in the wrong place.” 
 
    “Nesting . . .” 
 
    “No! Mia’s a slob, a lovely, maddening, card-carrying mess. It drove me crazy, picking up after her.” His eyes glittered with emotions quickly blinked away. “This—this imposter puts coasters under everything.” Seeing they weren’t convinced, he blurted, “A mated pair knows what one another wants. There’s no connection. We’re strangers. It was never like that with Mia. We were right, just right for each other. Whoever, whatever’s in that apartment, carrying my child, is not my mate!” He slumped, eyes closing again as if he couldn’t stand the sight of his own thoughts. “I wanted them back. But she’s not who came back to me.” 
 
    Which explained Max’s reaction back in the apartment. 
 
    Controlling his shock, Silas placed a hand on the broad shoulder for a hard, warning squeeze, his tone coolly clinical. “If this isn’t Mia and you can’t get your Mia back, is what you have better than having nothing of her?” 
 
    A single tear tracked his cheek. “If it’s just her shell and nothing more, I’d say no. I’d say send whatever that thing is to hell, so I can mourn the mate I lost. But it’s not just Mia.” 
 
    “The baby,” Max finished for him with gutting clarity. 
 
    “My son. Our son. If she came back different, would that change what he is, too? Is he still my son?” He ground knuckles against his eyelids. Hands dropping limply to his lap, he looked between them and whispered, “I don’t know which is worse, you both thinking I’m crazy or knowing that I’m not.” 
 
    “Don’t alarm her,” Max suggested. “At least until we find out what her agenda is.” 
 
    “There’s a way,” Silas began, his expression warning that none would like it, “to find out the truth. I’ve seen this before, not exactly like it, but close enough to scare the hell outta me. I’ll make some calls. In the meantime, you need to hold it together. Can you do that?” Colin stared at him unblinkingly until he repeated, more forcefully, “Colin, can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sucked in a stabilizing breath. “I need to know.”  
 
    – – – 
 
     Cee Cee never said no to company. She’d been a self-proclaimed loner for most of her life, with the exceptions of Mary Kate and her NOPD brothers. Something about this new gathering of friends with their like problems and similar goals relaxed instead of aggravated her. Silas and Nica were almost family, always welcome and at ease. Though Colin and Mia were relatively new in her trusted circle, the Terriot prince she enjoyed for his sharp wit and pretty green eyes. Mia took time to warm up to, but pregnancy and the fierce protectiveness that came with it had bonded them as sisters. It should have been a relaxed and enjoyable evening after her frustrating workday.  
 
    What was she missing? Tension hardened Colin’s wry smile. Tonight, the usual physical and emotional closeness between the attractive couple seemed as wide as the Mississippi. Recent trauma perhaps. Both had been to hell and back. Or had they come back at all? 
 
    Max gave a start at the pinch of her grip on his arm. 
 
    “Got a minute?” she murmured. A sharp tug offered no option except following her from the parlor into the wide hall where she turned on him with a curt, “What the hell, Savoie?” 
 
    “’Scuse me?” 
 
    “Colin and Mia. You and the MacCreedys are watching them as if they’re about to explode.” Concern thickened her tone. “Are they all right? Something about the accident?” 
 
    “Can this wait until—” 
 
    “No, it cannot.” 
 
    Max sighed, expression betraying a rare indecision. “Nothing for certain. If it was, I’da told you.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “Colin suspects it wasn’t Mia who came back from the dead.” 
 
    That bluntness exploded, a hollow point to the heart. Recovering quickly, she wasted no time speculating. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    His slow smile unfurled. “You are purely amazing, Detective.” 
 
    Cee Cee batted his words away like a gnat. “Yah, yah, blah, blah. So, if Si and Nica are here, I’m assuming some serious woo woo is about to go down.” She assessed their guests with a cool glance. “If we’re casting out demons, our parlor probably isn’t the best setting.” 
 
    “Something in mind, sha?” 
 
    She laid out a plan knowing none of them would like it.  
 
    Max certainly didn’t. But, expression as harsh and dangerous as what they were about to attempt, he nodded. “All right then. Let’s get this soiree started.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Mia Terriot began to sway. Colin caught her as her punch glass tipped then fell from slack fingers. She went boneless in his arms. 
 
    “What the hell?” His alarm heightened when none of the others seemed surprised. “What is this?” 
 
    “Safe,” Nica assured as she felt for a pulse in one slack wrist. She’d come prepared, with Dr. LaRoche’s blessing. “And to see it stays that way, we need to take this someplace contained for all our safety.” Seeing hesitation and a whole lot of Hell no! building in Colin’s features, she added, “Trust us, or this won’t happen the way it needs to.” 
 
    A quick nod. He scooped up Mia’s slack form, and once assured she was breathing softly against his tightly-working throat, he followed their hosts out of the house with the MacCreedys close behind him. He’d expected a vehicle waiting to take them to Susanna. Instead, Max led the way across the dark, vast backyard toward a small dot of light tucked up against dense woods. Trust struggled against a tidal surge of dread when their destination became clear—a large brick cold storage burrowed back into an overgrown hill, its mouth studded with bars instead of teeth. Inside, illuminated by several powerful lanterns, waited Max’s human bodyguard, Giles St. Clair along with his own clan’s new king. They stood by a single chair bolted to a cement floor with wide, sturdy cuffs attached to its metal arms. 
 
    Objection burned harsh and bitter in the back of Colin’s mouth. Everything he’d asked for suddenly became way too much for him to accept. The limp figure cradled to his chest went from dangerous threat to his beloved mate and mother-to-be of their child. If turning her over to whatever they planned required restraints and this diabolical setting, it no longer had his support.  
 
    The second he balked, Silas’s hand fit between rigid shoulder blades, convincing him to continue with halting reluctance to the throat of the manmade cave. But he wouldn’t cross the threshold. 
 
    “I didn’t agree to . . . this, whatever it is.” 
 
    Max answered the menacing rumble with a quiet, “Yes, you did.” He turned, reaching to take Mia from his arms but arrested the movement when green eyes flashed a red-and-gold warning.  
 
    Casting an anguished look toward his approaching brother, Colin found empathy but no support. Max stepped aside so Cale could reach for the figure clutched to his chest. 
 
    “Let me take her, Col,” Cale coaxed, slipping his palms beneath her. “I’ll be gentle. C’mon. Let me do this for you, for both of you. Okay? Let me take her.” 
 
    Cale eased the limp figure from shaking arms, turning to pass her to Max, then quickly braced his palms against the surge of his brother’s chest. Danger threatened with the seismic growl of each breath. 
 
    As Max placed Mia in the chair flanked by the MacCreedys, Giles slipped out of the Quonset-like structure to shut and secure the barred door with lock and chains, keeping them in and whatever subtly shifted through the waking Terriot princess from getting out, then took his place next to Cee Cee. 
 
    Huge dark eyes opened. Confusion melted to alarm as she looked from face to face until finding her prince.  
 
    “Colin? What’s going on?” Her voice trembled. Tears pooled in the dark, pleading gaze. When he didn’t respond, she called out again, clearly terrified. “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    Cale gripped his brother’s arms, readying to fight him to the ground if necessary. But it wasn’t.  
 
    An impenetrable stillness settled over Colin’s features as he regarded the now frantically weeping female. “Mia would never betray weakness in the face of fear. Never.” His cold tone plunged several more degrees. “I don’t know who that bitch is, but she’s not my Mia.” He pushed free of Cale’s hold as he looked to Max, demanding, “Find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    As Silas knelt in front of the anchored chair, Max stood behind him, smile calm and reassuring as he spoke to the imprisoned female. “This is to protect you and the baby. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    Whatever looked back at him through Mia’s damp eyes changed in a blink. “Do your worst, Shapeshifter. Harm me, harm them.” The low-pitched warning was issued in another voice, one filled with fierce intent. 
 
    “Is Mia there with you?” 
 
    A thin smile. “You mean is she dead? No. She feels everything you do to me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m not your friend, even though I’ve enjoyed playing house with that one.” When a sly lick of her lips got no reaction from a now stoic Colin Terriot, she dismissed him to concentrate on her interrogator. “I know who you are and what he and that one,” the dark head jerked toward Nica, “are, so don’t play your games with me.” 
 
    Max almost smiled. “I like games. I’m good at them but not as good as my friends here. But let’s you and me play first.” 
 
    She feigned dismay. “Right here in front of both our mates? Shame.” A quick display of sharp teeth. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Jade-colored eyes flashed red. “Harm her, you won’t escape. Understand?” 
 
    No response.  
 
    Max nodded to Nica who anchored the creature’s head between her palms, immobilizing her despite her struggles. When Silas’s hands fit over his mate’s so that fingertips pressed to suddenly sweaty temples, the imposter growled and tried to snap but couldn’t break the two-fold grip. So, she went still, eyes gleaming, breaths coming in rapid hisses. 
 
    Max leaned in close, staring in through the raging glare. “Mia, let me see you. Colin needs to see you.” 
 
    A silent struggle pulled between them. Finally, a soft whisper. “Colin.” 
 
    The Terriot prince wrenched from his brother’s grip to throw himself against the bars. “I’m here, Mia. I’m here to bring you home.” The female in the chair began to pant raggedly. 
 
    “Mia, where are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s dark. I can’t see you. I miss your face. Get me the hell out of here.” 
 
    At the sound of her familiar tone, Colin slumped against the bars, too overwhelmed with relief to answer. Silas took over the questions. “Mia, it’s Silas. I need you to help me. Where are you? Concentrate.” 
 
    They waited in tense anticipation, but her answer was no help. “I can’t tell.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Let me help you see. Trust me.” 
 
    She began a jerky panting then went still, eyes black and sightless. “Walls. All around me. It’s cold.” 
 
    “Have you been there before? Look everywhere.” 
 
    “It’s too dark. Wait. Boxes? Crates. Familiar. I smell earth, the river.” 
 
    “A grave!” Colin threw himself against the bars, wild with panic. “She’s been buried alive!” 
 
    Max put up a hand to silence him, then bent low to address MacCreedy. “Ask her if she’s in a box.” 
 
    His question was greeted by another long silence then a confident, “No. I was. Not now. There’s space. A small room. I’ve been here before. I-I can’t remember. My head hurts. Colin, find me. Bring us home.” 
 
    “I will. I’ll find you, baby.” 
 
    “Colin?” Her voice faded away. “Hurry.” 
 
    Dark eyes rolled then slowly focused on Max. “That the best you’ve got, Shapeshifter?” came the mocking voice. 
 
    “Mia!” Colin cried, clutching at the bars. “I’m going to kill you, you bitch!” 
 
    She laughed at his threat. “You’ll have to go through her. Or should I say them, first.” 
 
    Max crossed to the bars to speak low and calm to the Terriot prince. “How do you want to handle this? It’s gonna get dangerous.” 
 
    “If we let her go now, she’ll run. I could lose them both.” Anguish twisted Colin’s features then they firmed, becoming hard as well as brutally handsome. “Push her out. Expel her like the demon she is. It’s what Mia would want.” 
 
    Impressed by the other’s courage, not knowing if he could have made that same choice, Max nodded to Silas. 
 
    MacCreedy turned back to the creature glaring at him in bold defiance through Mia’s dark eyes. She spat and snarled, “Do your worst. I’m stronger than you are, half-breed.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nica murmured against her ear, “but not against both of us. I know what you are, and when I see your true face, I’ll know who. Then I’ll destroy you before I move on to the rest of your kind. You don’t know me, so you don’t fear what I can do. But you will. Then we’ll have your secrets and theirs. This will not be pleasant.” 
 
    “You’ll be harming your friend.” A weakening bravado shaded that warning. 
 
    “She’s one of us. She can take it. You won’t be so lucky.” 
 
    The figure in the chair snapped taut, arching, eyes rolling back as the pair’s combined psychic energies probed deep. Together, they peeled back the layers of darkness smothering Mia’s vibrant spark. When close, so close, their enemy shrieked, blood streaming from her nose and eyes. Then a wild laugh shocked them into hesitating. 
 
    “Enough! Take the bitch. I’ve learned what I needed. I’ve seen your weakness. We’ll meet again. Then things will end differently.” 
 
    Mia’s body went boneless. 
 
    With a roar, Colin gripped the bars. Massive shoulders straining, he unleashed the same tremendous burst of primal strength that had ripped his mate from their mangled vehicle. Hinges groaned and twisted. Chain pulled taut until links snapped, opening the way for him to kneel on hard stone before her, big hands covering those small and still. 
 
    “Mia, come back to me!” 
 
    For a long heartbeat, no response. Then lashes flickered. Eyes opened slowly; dark gaze unfocused then centering on the hopeful stare. The corners of her mouth tipping upward. 
 
    “Hey, Dreamboat.” 
 
    Colin Terriot’s megawatt smile burst wide.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Wrapped in a blanket within the warm circle of her mate’s arms on the parlor sofa, Mia recounted what she could remember, which wasn’t much. 
 
    She recalled the accident. Her hand clutched Colin’s tight. She’d been aware of his presence, of his worry, of his pain while drifting somewhere outside of consciousness. Then nothing until Silas’s thoughts grazed hers. 
 
    “Could you tell where you were being held?” 
 
    An apologetic shake of her head at Cee Cee’s question. “Just a sense of the familiar, that I’d been there, that I’d recognize it in the light.” She rested her head against Colin’s broad shoulder, his strength sustaining her. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help.” 
 
    MacCreedy pressed her knee. “You gave us a good start. And you were strong enough to survive. A win, I’d say.” 
 
    “And I’d say,” Colin interrupted, “it’s time to get you home . . . to the Towers. But maybe back to Dr. LaRoche first. Okay?” 
 
    “As long as you’re with me.” She wobbled when Colin helped her to her feet, so he swept her up in his arms. Though content to linger there, a sudden remembrance had her turning to the others. “There is something. I don’t know for how long, but there was a time when she was gone, and I was back inside myself. In that small space. That’s when I got a glimpse of where I was. When she came back, she was somehow, I don’t know, weaker, in pain. I felt her pain.” A hand went to her shoulder. 
 
    Colin put it together. “She left you to terrorize Kip’s family.” 
 
    “Are they all right?” Mia gasped. 
 
    “They’re fine and, now, so are you.” His hard stare met his brother’s to solidify that promise. 
 
    Cale embraced them both with a fierce, “Stay safe.” He waited, smiling in encouragement until they’d gone before turning to Silas to growl, “What did you see?” 
 
    “Not enough to identify her.” 
 
    “But?” he prompted, not satisfied with the vague reply.  
 
    Both he and Nica were drained by the energy they’d expended, but Silas drew a deep breath to answer. “Enough to worry. She’s powerful and dangerous. The most mentally skilled I’ve ever come across. And she’s not afraid of us. Who knows what she’s seen and heard while pretending to be Mia, or to whom she gave that information? Unless you can enlighten us.” His pointed look skewered Cale. “What did you boys discuss while our enemy was under your noses?” 
 
    “Nothing of any value to them,” Cale assured as his thoughts scrambled frantically through the past few days. What plans had they inadvertently revealed? 
 
    “So,” Max interrupted, “who’s she working with? Best guess?” 
 
    “My guess is our worst-case scenario,” MacCreedy sighed. “Your aunt. Who else has access to that kind of science, to swap out minds for that length of time?” 
 
    Genevieve Savorie had gotten inside their security, had eavesdropped on their fears and plans. And now, she knew their weakness.  
 
    – – – 
 
    A ping from her phone drew Cee Cee into the quiet of Jimmy’s study as the last of their guests departed. Puzzled by the Caller Unknown, she answered.  
 
    “Detective Caissie.” 
 
    “Stop looking for me.” DeShawn Coulette. 
 
    Her attention immediately sharpened. “We can protect you.” 
 
    Amazingly he didn’t laugh before saying, “Like you did that fella at the restaurant? And Val?” 
 
    Hamstrung because she had no answer, Cee Cee kept her tone strong, urging, “We need to meet. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “No. I won’t put my family and friends in danger. Keep clear of them and me.” 
 
    “You’ll all be in danger until I put away those responsible.” 
 
    “You had one of them and couldn’t hold him,” came his frustrated cry. 
 
    “You mean Warren Brady? What did you see, DeShawn? What do you know? I can’t put him and his people away for good without witnesses.” 
 
    “Witnesses you can’t keep alive.” When she didn’t respond, he added, voice constricted, “You already ruined my future. I won’t let you do the same to folks I love.” 
 
    “DeShawn, wait.” Her fierce response fell upon a disconnect. 
 
    Back to square one.  
 
    “Trouble, Detective?” 
 
    Cee Cee took a second to compose her features before turning toward the lanky figure dramatically framed in backlight from the hall. Her pulse tripped and picked up a hurried beat, part anticipation, part protective even as she adopted her game face. “Nothing unexpected.” 
 
    “Brady. He’s gonna get away with it.” An emotionless statement of fact. 
 
    “Not yet. Not if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    A cynical smirk. “The old Max would have asked, ‘Who can I kill?’” 
 
    “Is it the old Max you need, Charlotte?”  
 
    He betrayed nothing, smoky green eyes cool, voice dangerously smooth as if offering . . . what exactly? She didn’t dare speculate, fearing the temptation to call on that darkness would be too great in her frustration. 
 
    “It’s my Max I need, now and always.” 
 
    “Where do you need me?” The twitch of a provocative smile. 
 
    She tapped a forefinger against pursed lips. “Right here, for starters.” 
 
    She sometimes forgot how fast he could move, crossing the separating space before she could gasp, covering teasing lips in a hard press to banish space, time, and troubles. His tongue invaded the heat of her mouth the way his power crushed her doubts. Completely, deliciously. Unwilling to just surrender, she challenged. A tug sealed his hips to hers. A lusty moan encouraged answering growl. 
 
    Struggling with her own will and the urgent wants of her body, Cee Cee pushed away to pant, “Shut the door before anyone wanders by.” 
 
    A dark brow lifted. “Right here, right now?” 
 
    Her smile teased wickedly. “Right in Jimmy’s favorite chair.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Max went to secure the lock, turning to find Cee Cee balanced on the edge of the worn armchair, knees parted in irresistible invitation. He’d gone to his before that chair on many occasions but never for a reason that promised the gratification of this one. By the time he hit hardwood, she’d kicked out of her sensible shoes and shucked up her hem, leaving him the delightful duty of peeling down silky hose. Rough palms growled against nylon, sending them floating free. Hot skin stroked beneath strong, sleek thighs as he positioned them atop his shoulders. He dove between them, burying himself in her heat and dampness, absorbing the intoxicating scent of her excitement as he worked her with lips, tongue, and teeth. His mate. His love. His future. 
 
    Hurried gasps became gusty cries. By the time they crested, he’d shoved down his dress slacks to provide her a more intimate perch with those toned legs clasped tight about him. Hungry kisses punctuated quickly-accelerated breaths as she rode him the way she’d once done his motorcycle, gripping tight, fearlessly goading him to greater speed. From reckless start to dramatic, breath-stealing finish. 
 
    Long, languid minutes passed until Max whispered, “Shall we take this to the couch?” 
 
    She shook her head, damp tendrils of hair brushing his lips. “To bed.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’ve got an early morning. You need your sleep.” 
 
    “I do.” Her teeth nipped along his jaw. A whisper caressed his ear. “But not yet.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Philo Tibideaux rarely visited Cheveux du Chien, not since he’d punched out his best friend, intent upon severing all ties forever. Though a call from Rico Terriot was the reason for his presence, tonight he wanted to see if that link was irreparably broken. 
 
    He and his baby brother had saved Jacques LaRoche when he’d been dumped in New Orleans without a name, a memory or a friend. They’d taken him in, given him shelter and purpose, helped him rebuild his life into a good one. Until a female from the North arrived to reclaim the past they’d shared. 
 
    At the time, Philo reacted as if betrayed, as if Jacques had assumed his Northern bodyguard persona to have Susanna Duchamps and the child they shared, turning his back on their friendship. In truth, the pain of being replaced at his side, first by Savoie’s promises, then by the lovely outsider, had forced that regrettable fracture. Whether encouraged by the passage of time or finding his own soulmate, Philo needed to make amends. If possible. 
 
    Jacques helmed the bar, towel draped over his shoulder as he delivered on-taps to fellas on his former crew. That crew at first had boycotted CdC out of loyalty to Philo as their new foreman but had slowly drifted back to fill tables that catered to their kind, having more sense and less stubborn pride than he did. 
 
    As Philo stared down at the gleaming bar top, searching for a non-humiliating way to apologize, a frothy glass appeared under his nose. 
 
    “On the house,” LaRoche announced, drawing his gaze. All hesitation fell away. 
 
    “I’m getting married, and I need you there at my side.” 
 
    LaRoche’s response cut right to the heart. “I never left it.” His big hand squeezed Philo’s tatted forearm before he traveled to the other end of the bar to answer the wave of an empty glass. 
 
    Philo was still grinning down into his beer when the co-leader of his Patrol plopped down on the stool beside him. 
 
    Rico Terriot was another of life’s big surprises, a blessing he’d stumbled over by accident. Who’da thought the brash redhead possessed the gift of inspiring loyalty in those who found little to believe in. His warrior clan’s reputation as fighters had led Philo to agree, though reluctantly, to take him on as a temporary trainer of his undisciplined Patrol. In less than a month, Terriot had forged a unit as sturdy and strong as his iron will. Loyalty wasn’t something an outsider could demand on the docks. Rico earned it through sacrifice and shared loss while uncovering enemies thought to be friends in their midst. He’d paid the price and bore the scars as proudly as he carried the Patrol’s flaming wolf’s head tattoo on his forearm. 
 
    That arm bumped Philo’s, spilling froth from the glass he’d been lifting for a first sip. 
 
    “Hey, it’s bad luck to drink alone.” 
 
    “Then save me from misfortune.” Philo waved down the beefy owner. A cold one quickly appeared as Rico got comfortable on the next barstool. 
 
    “’Sup?” 
 
    “Making wedding plans.” 
 
    Eyes rounded in feigned surprise. “Anyone I know?” 
 
    Philo gave him a sharp elbow. “Don’t be a dumb ass.” 
 
    “Can’t help it. Born that way.” Rico lifted his glass. “Congrats!” 
 
    They clinked and drank deep. 
 
    “Good woman. We both got better than we deserve.” 
 
    Heart twisting at that truth, Philo nodded then got serious. “Find out anything?” 
 
    Rico sighed his frustration. “Dammit, I don’t want to suspect any of them. They’re all good men.” 
 
    “I hear ya. But good men can be led astray.” As he’d been.  
 
    “I’d bet my life on every one of the squad leaders. Hell, I have.” 
 
    Tib nodded. “Same. But there’s a lot of new faces, some I can’t put a name to. Wish I could be sure it was them we need to worry about and not our friends.” Thinking of Poe and Donnie, may they rest in Hell, the bitter taste filling his mouth had him pushing his beer aside. “Sad day when you can’t count on a friend to have your back insteada stabbing you in it.” 
 
    Rico took a breath. “Been thinkin’.” 
 
    “Oh, God help us!” 
 
    A grin then back to business. “What say I call in some of my people to slip into the ranks and poke around. If there’s a conspiracy brewing, maybe they can sniff it out.” 
 
    “These folks you trust?” 
 
    “Colin does. Helped train ’em. They’re scattered, so it’ll take some time to round ′em up,” his expression firmed, “and to make sure where their loyalty stands, with us or with our father.” 
 
    Philo emptied his glass and wiped the trace of foam from his thin red mustache the way he wished he could make this whole unpleasantness disappear. “Do it. Bring ′em in. They report to you only. I don’t need to know who they are.” 
 
    Rico gave him a surprisingly thoughtful stare. “I’m not worried about you.” 
 
    “But them that know me might catch on. It only takes one tell to give the whole hand away, and this ain’t a play we can afford to lose.” 
 
    Rico knocked his fist atop one hard forearm. “Gotcha.” He got to his feet. “And congrats again on grabbing up a good one. Someday, you’ll have to clue me in on how that happens with a nun.” A sly grin. 
 
    “F-off, Terriot.” 
 
    Rico turned to leave, almost running over the waitress who’d replaced his mate behind LaRoche’s bar. “Whoa!” When she stumbled back, he caught her upper arms to steady her. “Sorry,” he teased with a smile. “Wasn’t looking where I shoulda been.” 
 
    Fran eased from his grip, never spilling a drop from the two pitchers she carried. “You boys never are,” she sassed right back, appreciative stare giving him the up and down. “Or I woulda nabbed one of you first.” She winked before calling to her boss, “Sorry, I’m late. Can’t have you stealing all my tips. I’ll get those boys up top.” 
 
    The bar owner laughed. “They aren’t half as quick asking me for refills as they are you.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try a lower neckline on that tee shirt.” After another heavy-lidded glance at Rico, she turned to Philo. “Top you off first, good looking?” 
 
    He grinned. “Probably not a good idea seeing as how I’m getting married. But a refill would be nice.” When she complied and sashayed out onto the floor, Philo let out a breath, chuckling to himself as he spun on the stool to catch Rico frowning. “What?”  
 
    Wide shoulders shrugged. “Nothin’.” He bumped a fist against Philo’s shoulder. “Say hey to your lady.” 
 
    “And to yours.” His voice lowered. “Bring me something, anything, soon.” 
 
    “Do my best.” 
 
    As Rico headed for the backdoor, Jacques stepped up across from Philo. “So . . . your intended? Charlotte’s friend . . . the nun?” Brows lifted in comic emphasis. 
 
    “No. Mary Kate Malone, the cheerleader who taught Tito to read music.” 
 
    “Start talking, Mr. Soon-to-be Married.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    “How safe is my family?” 
 
    Max met his best friend’s stare in the rearview. “I pity anyone who thinks to mess with your missus.” 
 
    Laugh lines creased the corners of intelligent blue eyes. “Didn’t mean her. She and my mama are ′bout the toughest customers I know. Was thinking further up river.” His sister and cousin worked in Rueben Guedry’s Memphis high-rise. 
 
    Max frowned. “Rueben’ll see to them same way you’re seeing to his.” 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ they’re a closer target to them in the North.” 
 
    He was right to worry. But Max glossed it over. “Guedrys have been dealing with their kind for a long, profitable time.” 
 
    “But times are changing, and them up there in Chicago are too smart not to know allegiances have, too.”  
 
    And Giles was too smart to be easily placated. He’d been a top-notch college student from humble bayou roots when a bad decision brought him under Jimmy’s thumb. After the Mobster’s murder, he’d supported Max’s advancement rather than the weaselly little bastard who’d killed his employer, rising with the encouragement of his new boss and new bride from thug to second-in-command while finally finishing that law degree. He was more than employee and driver. He was a friend and irreplaceable confidante. 
 
    “Your people are my people,” Max quickly reassured. “If you think they’d be safer under our roof, invite all of them here.” 
 
    Giles’ laugh rolled out quick and full-bodied. “Like my mama would step foot through Jimmy Legere’s front door. She barely lets me cross hers. Us being former criminals and all.” 
 
    Max shared his amused chuckle then promised, “I’ll send some fellas to keep watch over ′em. She won’t know they’re there.” 
 
    A long pause followed by a quiet, “’Preciate it.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Giles.” 
 
    Giles turned in to the lot of Legere Enterprises, Inc. to the all-too-familiar and unwelcomed sight of NOLA police units, this time angled next to an ambulance with its doors open. Max was out of the car before it completed its stop. 
 
    When braced by an officer determined to bar his entrance to the building, an authoritative voice intruded. 
 
    “He’s with me.” 
 
    Finding Byron Atcliff on the scene upped the worry factor. “What’s happened? Is my assistant all right?” 
 
    Atcliff’s hand pressed center mass on his business suit. “They’re just bringing her out.” 
 
    Panic knife-edged his question. “Is she alive?” 
 
    A calming tap of his hand. “And furious that someone made a mess of your workday.” 
 
    Both stepped aside as the gurney wheeled toward them. A shaky hand ripped off the oxygen mask the second his loyal assistant saw him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Savoie. They were waiting for me when I keyed in.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “They pushed me around when I wouldn’t give them any passwords or information. Just bumps and a few bruises. And mad as hell, if you’ll pardon me for saying so.” 
 
    Max grinned, shoulders relaxing. “Don’t give these nice fellas any trouble, Marissa. I’ll be there to visit as soon as I take stock of things here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll get everything put back together.” She squint-eyed Atcliff, warning, “Don’t let them make my work any harder.” 
 
    Max squeezed her hand. “They wouldn’t dare.” In a lowered voice, he asked, “Did you recognize them?” 
 
    “The cowards wore masks.” 
 
    “Behave.” After that gentle admonishment, he nodded to the attendants. Watching them load his loyal friend into the ambulance got his pilot light flaming as he turned to Atcliff. “What happened here?” 
 
    “Silent alarm. My men responded as soon as they could. Found your assistant on the floor of your office. She took a pretty hard knock to the head. Tough lady.” 
 
    “I’d like to go in.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you for a walk-through. You know the drill.  Don’t touch anything until it’s photographed and printed. I’ll want you to make note of anything missing.” 
 
    The neatly arranged trays at Marissa’s command center had been hurriedly tossed, papers and files scattered across the desktop and strewn on the floor along with her extensive family photos. Max’s teeth ground at the violation of her sacred space. He continued to his office with Atcliff in tow, bracing for what he might find. 
 
    At first glance, it had the disorganized chaos of an amateur ransacking, goons out to make a mess to make a point. He took a moment to calm his temper. What had they been after? Drawers, their locks broken, had been wrenched from his desk, contents dumped and carelessly trampled seemingly without rhyme or logical reason. Max looked beyond the obvious they wanted him to see–random vandalism–to find a clue to motivation. Most of what he kept in the riverfront office was related to Legere Enterprises International’s shipping interests, all strictly legitimate and of no importance to the eagle eyes of Byron Atcliff. Absolutely nothing touching upon clan business came through the etched, now breached doors. 
 
    It took him a while to visually sort through the insignificant to the precious few areas where professional and deeply personal crossed paths. The vandals had targeted that narrow intersection. They’d taken the time to pull his collection of tribal wolf masks off the wall, crushing each of them with deliberation. Someone knew what they meant to him as far as heritage. 
 
    “Well?” Atcliff prompted when Max met him at the open door. 
 
    “If they were after something, they didn’t find it. From what I can see, nothing’s been taken. Must have been scared off when your men responded to the silent alarm.” 
 
    Atcliff accepted that rationale without comment. “After you clean things up, let me know if you’re missing anything.” 
 
    “That’ll have to wait for my assistant’s return. She knows where everything belongs. I just sit behind the desk.” 
 
    A thin smile. “When you have time, stop in to make an official report. Paperwork, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    Giles had ridden along with Marissa, leaving him the car. He left the lot and steered away from where he needed to go for answers. No sense letting Atcliff tag along the path of his suspicions. Instead, he made a single call on his mobile, going right to the source of the mystery by leaving a single question as his message. 
 
    “Carmen, who’d want to steal your file from my office?” 
 
    He’d barely hung up when his wife’s number popped on the screen.  
 
    “Is Marissa all right?” 
 
    Only he would pick up the fear in her voice. The depth of her caring melted his frayed edginess. With a deep breath, he focused that fierce energy outward. 
 
    “A lot better than those who thought they could get away with slapping her around. I’m on my way to the hospital. I’ll tell her you were asking after her.” 
 
    “What were they looking for?” 
 
    “I’d say they got what they wanted and made a hurried effort to cover it up. Manny’ll give me a long list of those who’d profit over what I kept in his file.” 
 
    A snort. “I’d put him on top of the list.” 
 
    “We think alike there, sha.” 
 
    “Who else you thinking? Brady?” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s a conversation you’ll have to have with your Dutch uncle. Does he make it a habit of personally visiting the scene?” 
 
    “Atcliff was there?”  
 
    “When it involves me? Absolutely. He’d never miss an opportunity for his men to poke about in my business.” 
 
    A long silence. “You don’t think—” 
 
    “No. If he wanted to see what I kept in my drawers, he’d be more direct about it.” 
 
    “Why do I find that thought creepy on so many levels?” 
 
    A big laugh relieved the tightness in his chest. “Have a good day, Wife.” 
 
    “Keep me posted, Husband.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cee Cee was still smiling when her text chimed through. “Hey, M.K. More wedding plans in the works?” 
 
    “Not yet. Not until I take care of some unfinished business. Can we meet at the Towers?” 
 
    Cee Cee agreed to take an early lunch as much to relieve her frustration with her case as to explore the undercurrent whispering through her friend’s tone. Unfinished business?  
 
    She hated to admit that since wrapping her heart around Max Savoie, much about her friend’s life had gone unnoticed. Huge changes, potentially fatal events, monumental decisions, and she’d been totally clueless. Some detective she was. Some friend. 
 
    That needed to change.  
 
    Though the old plantation house was their anchor, where what had simmered between her and Max for years took flame on a dark front porch late at night with his rumbling question of who she wore on the high heel of her boot from the previous crime scene, the city remained the life’s blood of their careers, it’s streets her obligation, its waterfront the home of his clan.  
 
    The view from their penthouse always took her breath, that and the image scored upon her dreams, of Max Savoie, his long black raincoat billowing out like dark wings as he toed the girder of the then-unfinished floor, staring out over the kingdom he’d never wanted to claim. He’d stopped her world at that moment, and she’d been spiraling wildly, caught in his gravitational pull ever since. 
 
    Crossing to that floor-to-ceiling wall of glass, Cee Cee looked down upon the wide river. Rimmed with bustling docks, non-stop commerce moved along its waters while she’d been standing still, afraid to move on, to return to what she’d known if it meant letting go of what lay ahead. 
 
    Sighing heavily, she palmed the curve of her abdomen. Inevitable change. They’d never return to who they’d been when desire and unprecedented trust had swept them off their feet in that other lifetime. But a whole new future beckoned. A restless flutter beneath her hand mimicked the prowl of her emotions, eager for the future but forced to keep a pre-set pace. 
 
    “We’ll have to be patient. It’ll come soon enough.” 
 
    A knock on the door pulled her back into the moment. 
 
    The sight of just plain Mary Kate Malone without the surrounding aura of Sister Catherine still took Cee Cee aback. Emotions and memories caught about her heart—love, anguish, fear, but mostly love. Impulsively she hugged the light to her endless darkness close as if the ugliness of those years had been bad dreams to be pushed away and forgotten. If only . . . 
 
    As Cee Cee stepped back but not out of the circle of her friend’s arm, she was surprised to see Ophelia and Susanna also exiting the elevator. Unable to make a connection between the three very different females—M.K. minus her habit; Ophelia in her Bohemian scarves, sweeping skirt and chunky boots; and the doctor’s all-business Chicago’s Michigan Avenue, she suppressed her curiosity and ushered them in.  
 
    “Wow,” Ophelia murmured. “That’s a view.” 
 
    “Not quite heaven, but it’s our slice on earth.” 
 
    Her oldest, dearest friend smiled. “Who’d have thought this is how we’d end up back when we were living at St. Bart’s?” 
 
    “Finally happy?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we are.” 
 
    They embraced for an emotional squeeze then Cee Cee shooed her company toward the sunken living room, saying, “Sorry, the cupboards are bare, but I can call up something from the deli.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ophelia spoke up. “The only thing I need fed is my curiosity.” 
 
    “’Fraid I’ve no answers there.” She glanced between Mary Kate and Susanna, eyebrows raised. “Want to supply some?” 
 
    Cee Cee had never spent any real time with Ophelia one-on-one. But if the always suspicious Cale Terriot could embrace his new bond sister, she’d set doubts aside. Despite her surname, the capable, full-figured girl, with her eclectic clothes, Tarot cards and unerring intuition, had made a stand with the youngest shapeshifter prince, using her considerable family inheritance to provide not just for Kip’s numerous siblings, but for the protection of his extended displaced clan. That courage and integrity elevated the young woman to family status. 
 
    So, where did she fit into this new trio? 
 
    “Charlotte and I met at St. Bartholomew’s even before we started school,” Mary Kate began, filling in the newcomer as they settled onto opposite couches. “My parents had been killed in a car accident. Lottie’s father was a mostly absent cop, always on the job after her mother left them. St. Bart’s was our home, and Father Furness filled in for the family we’d lost.” Seated beside her dearest friend, she squeezed Cee Cee’s fingers tightly. In fond reflection . . . or warning? “I’d always considered that a heaven-sent coincidence, but it wasn’t. Not even close.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s self-protective alarm buzzed. “M.K., where you going with this?” 
 
    “The two of us and Nica Fraser, we were some of the first. Genetic experiments placed where we could be watched and monitored and tested without anyone noticing or caring.” 
 
    Even knowing those truths, they hit hard, stirring a bitter roux of anger and panic and frustration when Cee Cee looked back upon times seen through innocent eyes. 
 
    Mary Kate smiled gently. “We didn’t know. We never guessed what our mothers were. I learned from Father Furness, the night Jimmy Legere sent men to kill me for interfering with his plans for Max. Michael told me what I was and their plans for me and Charlotte. He told me to run, but I chose my own cowardly escape.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s breath hitched. Had that been behind her friend’s attempt to end her life? “He was using us while pretending to be our friend.” 
 
    “He was our friend, Lottie, and in his way, saved us. He told those in the North even if I recovered, I’d be too damaged to be of use to them. But then Dr. LaRoche’s treatment healed me, strengthened me, showed me what I really was. And what I’d narrowly escaped.” 
 
     “The Vantours, Mobster brothers who’d run the docks,” Mary Kate continued, “went from trafficking sex slaves to dealing in genetic breeding before they even had a name for it. That’s why Legere wanted Max enough to have his mother killed. He knew how valuable that little boy would become. The crossroads of two pure lines. Two of three in New Orleans at the time. My mother was the other.” 
 
    Cee Cee stared at her, the quick turns of her mind patching pieces together. “It wasn’t an accident. They killed your parents.” 
 
    Blue eyes swam with pain. “My mother wanted to protect me, so she bargained with them for my freedom and hers. She offered to participate in an experimental in-vitro fertilization with—” 
 
    “My father.” Ophelia Brady’s unerring instinct knotted loose ends together. “She was the one who told my mother the children she carried weren’t her own.” Then that final, damning connection. “And my father had her silenced. I’m so sorry.” Tears illuminated her dark eyes. She blinked them clear as she truly saw Cee Cee’s friend. “That makes us . . . half-sisters.” 
 
    Mary Kate offered an encouraging smile. “Family. Yes.” 
 
    “But not Olivia.” Not a question but rather a need for confirmation. 
 
    The doctor spoke to that. “My guess is Genevieve Savorie saw her chance at immortality and took it,” Susanna supplied. “With or without telling your father. They were building the perfect beast, so to speak.”  
 
    Cee Cee slumped back into the couch cushions, palms pressed to her middle, thoughts churning too rapidly to stop. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Whatever they decide,” the doctor surmised, “will not be in our best interest. A disposable workforce, a military elite, the next gen leader under their control? Any or all those things are possible. They now have the technology and the funds. They just needed the basic building blocks.” 
 
    “And when they finished their one-stop shopping at Dr. Jones’ clinic, they tried to get rid of the evidence.” Cee Cee purposefully closed her eyes to deny a surge of helpless fury. After a fierce, purging breath, her tone rumbled with determination. “We need to stop them. We need to protect our own and save our children’s future. We need to find a way to end Genevieve Savorie.” 
 
    “And,” Ophelia spoke up quietly, “my father.” 
 
    – – – 
 
    Bolstered by the confidence of the other women, though shaken by revealed truths, Cee Cee returned to her overflowing work desk, noting the empty one beside her with a regretful sigh. She’d started sorting her messages when a call buzzed in. 
 
    “My office.” 
 
    Her captain didn’t look up from his papers. “Have a seat, Detective.” 
 
    She settled across the desk from him, balancing on the edge of her chair the same way she feared her career teetered. When his head lifted and an unwavering stare locked on hers, jumper cables of shock snapped through her. She wasn’t on his shit list. This was something else. Something . . . huge. 
 
    “We can’t stop change, Lottie.” 
 
    Her gut tightened at the topic and his use of the fond moniker. Damn! He was pulling her off the streets. “We can give it our best shot, sir.”  
 
    An appreciative chuckle then the sober mood settled more deeply than before. “Other than your father’s, there’s no one whose opinion I respect more than yours.” He glanced toward the wall behind him where an old photo of two young officers hung amongst his many commendations. Tommy Caissie, his wide, roguish smile a dashing contrast to deep-toned Creole skin beside a stiffly pale and proper Byron Atcliff. 
 
    “I miss him, too, Uncle Byron.” 
 
    “Tommy was a good man, a good officer and friend. But not much of a father.” He put up his hand before she could make a weak argument. “I trusted him to have my back, on the streets and off them. The way I trust you to do the same.” 
 
    Surprise and professional gratification slowly succumbed to caution. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I’m running this by you first because I trust your instincts, and I need your backing.” 
 
    Her brows puckered. “Sir?” 
 
    “In light of this fiasco with Brady, I anticipate a shakeup. Deputy Superintendent is something that’s been nudged my way. I’d like to start grooming you to take my spot.” 
 
    That she hadn’t seen coming. Before she could sputter any kind of response, he continued his well-vetted pitch. 
 
    “You’re respected by your peers and superiors. You can work the media and, along with your impeccable record, being a woman of color is to your advantage. Relatable, inspirational, and timely. Plus, you’re someone I can trust to have my back, and that of the department and city. Detective . . . Charlotte, take a breath.” 
 
    Cee Cee gulped and continued to stare at him as if he’d started speaking in tongues. 
 
    He smiled. “Let it settle in, Lottie, and then try to tell me it’s not what Tommy wanted for you, and you for yourself.” 
 
    Slowly, she explored the idea, mentally poking, rolling the possibility over in her mind. Coming up with one big drawback. “You’re forgetting the obvious.” She placed palms on her slightly rounded middle.  
 
    His enthusiasm failed to ebb. “A woman and a mother. Selfishly, I’ve been looking for an excuse to get you out the neighborhoods without losing all that you contribute to this to department. Charlotte, you’ve uncanny instincts and unshakable loyalty. When that child is born, they’re going to be divided when you’re out on the streets. I don’t want you struggling with that battle. And I don’t want Savoie on the other side of my desk going for my throat if something happens to you out there.  
 
    “Between now and the time you start thinking about childcare, I’ll propose your candidacy to the Promotions Committee for consideration. You’ll need to take the required tests. It’s not going to happen overnight. The transition to desk then to office will be the objective. It’s time to consider your options. And the future of your family.” 
 
    She slumped back in the chair, wrestling with the truth in everything he was saying. Finally, she blew out a big breath. “You’ll be a damned fine Deputy Chief, sir.” 
 
    “You’ll be a damned fine captain. But you’ll have to want it and work for it.”  
 
    She was beginning to think she did and would. Still . . . “Aren’t you forgetting the elephant in the room?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about your child.” 
 
    “I mean Savoie. How do you expect to shove Jimmy Legere’s alleged leg breaker down the throat of this city?” 
 
    His answer stunned her. “With a little grease from Norah Cummings and a lot of media spin. ‘Traumatized orphaned child exploited by Mobster rising above his circumstances to become a driving benevolent force in the community’ sounds pretty easy to swallow.” A calculating smile. “And an about-face from Karen Crawford, who owes me a favor, will work miracles. Let her slant her articles in our direction for a change.” 
 
    “You’ve thought this out.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Have you discussed this with Max behind my back?” 
 
    He put up his hands. “No. I don’t envy you that pleasure.” 
 
    Cee Cee mulled it over. Would Max object or view the change through the same protective eyes as her mentor? She’d no choice but to say, “I’ll talk to him, sir. Thank you for the opportunity.” 
 
    “You’ve never gotten anything you didn’t deserve, Detective. You’re a credit to our unit and will be one to our department, I’ve no doubt.” 
 
    But as she stood to shake his hand, Charlotte had plenty. 
 
    Kinetha Jones and Marissa were in the hospital. She had unresolved suspicions about her partner. And there was an entire shapeshifter community living beneath the city’s radar about to go to war, with her husband as their leader. 
 
    Helluva time to consider a career move in a very public fish bowl. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    “Or maybe the perfect one,” Silas replied when she posed the question to him while he prepared lunch for them in the MacCreedy condo’s kitchen. 
 
    A man who enjoyed cooking and was good at it, throw in whip smart, wickedly funny and a fine cop who knew how to fold laundry. Nica MacCreedy was one lucky female. 
 
    Cee Cee melted back into the plush couch, mineral water chilling her hand. “How so?” 
 
    “You in the limelight puts any potential enemies at risk of exposure. You’ll have bureaucratic backing and can affect change that benefits our kind.” 
 
    “I’m not becoming another Brady.” 
 
    He blinked then smirked at her tone. “Naw. You’re better looking in heels.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Mac. I’m serious. What would you do if Nica suddenly decided to open her own detective agency?” 
 
    “I’d enjoy the hell outta retirement.” He dropped a plate on the coffee table in front of her and went around to plop down and dig into his own freshly made po’boy. 
 
    Mouth full, Cee Cee, mumbled, “Open a restaurant. This is to die for.” 
 
    “It’s the fresh oysters and just the right kick of cayenne. When the wife comes home from her nine-to-five supporting my lazy ass and our fifteen children, I plan to have the kids fed and dinner-for-two on the table.” 
 
    “Good plan. Probably how you’ll get to fifteen children.” 
 
    Silas chuckled. Taking a big bite, he groaned, “Damn, I’m good.” 
 
    A good friend, a good man, and a good partner. 
 
    After a few minutes of purposeful munching, Silas leaned back and sighed. “Take it. If for no other reason than so Max can stop worrying. And since he runs his own business, he can take the long night shifts. I remember those from when Christina was a baby. I’d sit up and rock her for hours.” 
 
    Tina Babineau. Cee Cee sometimes forgot that he was her older half-brother. 
 
    His expression got serious. “Take it. You’ve earned it a hundred times over. And the city deserves and needs you if it’s gonna survive.” Before she could argue, he added, “But first, we bring down Brady.” 
 
    “Love to. I owe that to every good cop who looked up to him the way I did. He made fools of us, Mac, betraying those he swore to protect and humiliating those he represented.” 
 
    “Atcliff will erase his stink. And after him, maybe you.” 
 
    “I don’t like politics.” 
 
    “All the better.” 
 
    Cee Cee fidgeted then finally asked about the elephant trying to hide in the room. “How’s Babs doing?” 
 
    Ever candid, MacCreedy stated with all the diplomacy of a baseball bat to the knee, “He’s wondering what the hell he did to piss you off. First you have me send him to Colin Terriot for  a Come-to-Jesus talk, and now you’ve got Schoenbaum sniffing around like he’s a dumpster after Fat Tuesday. Wanna fill me in on that?” 
 
    “Not just yet.” 
 
    Expressive eyebrows soared. “Really? Alain Babineau? The Fraser kids are stashed in his basement. He’s risking his career going after Brady, and his marriage manning up over Amber James, the one damned fool thing he’s probably ever done. He’s a good guy, Charlotte. I’d want him next to me in any fight and trust him with the life of my wife and child.” 
 
    “He was working with Cummings against Max.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh. “Trying to keep you from ruining your career.” 
 
    “By endangering his?” 
 
    “Yeah.” When she continued to stink eye him, MacCreedy threw up his hands. “To protect you from throwing your career away getting horizontal with a two-bit hood.” 
 
    Her veneer slowly cracked. “He’ll be ticked to find out that’s all you think he’s worth.” 
 
    Finishing the last bite of his po’boy, he dabbed the corners of his mouth rather delicately with his napkin and cleared his throat. “I’d rather we keep that between us. I’d like to see my first born.” 
 
    She struggled to hold back a smile, losing that battle, and fearing she was about to surrender the war. “We both want that, Mac. How we gonna make sure that happens?” 
 
    His hand fit over hers for a tight squeeze. “I don’t know, other than having each other’s backs and taking it one rung at a time.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    One rung at a time. Starting with the first difficult step. 
 
    After she’d pressed in her partner’s code the imposing entrance opened, inviting her into the Babineau’s upscale plat. As she followed the esthetically pleasing streets, her brain calculated list prices. How had he gone from not being able to pave his driveway to . . . this?  
 
    The gate across that new drive was open, her approach already radioed by the not so inconspicuous Rent-a-Cop on duty. Babineau’s ratty police issue stood parked in the drive like a poor relative denied entry to the posh three-bay garage. Tina, wearing a chic chevron-patterned sweater over leggings, her recently-styled black hair swinging playfully at her jawline like an upscale book clubber, stood on the front steps, her big smile of welcome a stab to a traitorous heart. 
 
    “So nice to see you, Charlotte. Everyone’s out back. Alain just put burgers on.” 
 
    “I can’t stay. Max is meeting me for dinner in the city.” 
 
    Pretty features constricted, moisture pooling in her dark eyes. “I heard about his assistant. I hope she’s all right.” 
 
    “Just bruises and a mild concussion. Max’ll have a hard time keeping her away from her desk.” She came up on the porch, enduring the effusive hug with light return pats of her own. When welcomed inside the soaring foyer, Cee Cee couldn’t help herself. “Quite a jump in zip code from the old place.” 
 
    Tina laughed a bit nervously and confided, “It’s so big, I find myself getting lost.” 
 
    There it was, a slight flicker of discomfort as her partner’s wife turned to lead the way through the banquet-sized dining room onto the equally extravagant back deck with its shaded nooks, a jungle of potted green plants, elegant seating around a huge glass-inlaid table instead of warped porch steps and two ratty lawn chairs. And a gurgling water feature for extra glam factor like on one of those trendy cable home makeover shows. All that was missing was a damned Jacuzzi big enough to fit all the other book-clubbing and possible husband-swapping moms in the neighborhood!  
 
    Savory smells rose from a humungous grill as Babineau, clad in baggy chinos and a bright blue polo that made the color of his eyes go nuclear, lifted the lid to reinforce his call to the kids playing Frisbee toss on a golf course lawn to come and get it. He was still grinning wide when he turned, that expression catching slightly when he saw her. 
 
    “Heya, Ceece. Wanna make up a plate?” 
 
    “Not this time. Can I talk to you for a sec?” 
 
    He passed the spatula to Oscar, who seemed to have grown a foot. “You’ve got the helm, Oz. Don’t let anything burn.” 
 
    “I got it, Dad.” That ‘Dad’ came so easily now. 
 
    As the Fraser kids swarmed the deck, Babineau preceded her back inside, touching a quick kiss to his wife’s cheek in passing. 
 
    Suburban Ken and Barbie host a barbeque. 
 
    He led the way through a House Beautiful kitchen, down the long hall to an office of the gods. Sheepishly, he waved her in. 
 
    “Quite the place,” she murmured, walking past him to take a seat on the sofa. Leather soft as a baby’s butt. “Your Lotto number come up?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He turned to lean a hip against a glossy wood rolltop, handsome features inscrutable. 
 
    “Something like what, exactly?” 
 
    His jaw tightened into a hard square. “Why’re you here, Charlotte?” 
 
    “How are you here, Alain? Some long-lost relative turn up their toes and dump a cool mil in your lap?” 
 
    “That would be my business.” She’d seen that inflexible look when he’d confront a difficult suspect in Interrogation. It usually came just before a reading of formal charges. “If you think otherwise, maybe you should leave before I forget to be hospitable. And while you’re at it, tell Showboat if I see him shadowing me again, I’ll report him as a stalker.” 
 
    She should have known better than to think a cop wouldn’t spot a cop. To cover her chagrin, she went on the attack. “What else have you forgotten to be? Suddenly you’re living in high cotton on money you got who knows where. How do you think that looks? What am I supposed to think?” 
 
    Face flushed with rare temper, he snarled, “I don’t give a flying f—" 
 
    A soft voice intruded. “We got it from Cale Terriot so we could keep his nephew safe behind high walls and surveillance cameras.” Tina remained unflinching beneath her husband’s skewering stare, no apology or shame in her expression. “And we took it because Oscar means more to us than our pride or any nasty rumors supposed friends started spreading.  
 
    “None of this was our choice. If it was up to us, we’d be cooking ground beef instead of sirloin on that rusty old kettle grill Alain’s had since his first apartment. But having this,” her hand flashed a wide, dismissive gesture, “we can sleep nights. We can shelter those who’ve no safe place to go. And we’ve done nothing we’re ashamed of.” She took a breath then concluded in a steady tone, “I think you should leave now, unless there’s something else you think you have the right to know about our lives that doesn’t concern you or anyone else at the NOPD.” 
 
    A long, taut silence stretched out. 
 
    Finally, face hot, Cee Cee muttered, “No. I think I’ve done enough damage.” 
 
    The hurried journey toward a safe escape out the front door might well have been miles. She’d just reached the edge of the front steps when that arm that had held her up when she’d had too much to drink, had curled about her when she wept over a romance not meant to be, and had bumped against hers when they stood before their peers to proudly receive commendations cinched her to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Don’t you run out on me. Not like this. She shouldn’t have said those things.” 
 
    “She had every right, every right in the world. I’m the one who should have kept my damned mouth shut.” She stood panting wildly, emotions pooling into despised waterworks she’d blame on pregnancy. 
 
    “Since when haven’t we been able to say anything and everything to each other?” A long pause, him waiting for her to speak, her afraid to. Until he stated quietly, “I’m not a dirty cop, Charlotte.” 
 
    “I know.” She sagged against the long-familiar lines of the second-best friend she’d ever had. As Cee Cee let him lower them both to sit on the steps side-by-side, puzzle pieces that had always fit so well together, her frustration and anguish poured out. “Things used to be so easy. We did our jobs and knew who the bad guys were. We stood for justice and slept like babies after we put them away. We were the good guys who stood for our city and our brothers. Monsters were just men who bled like anyone else.” 
 
    “We’re still the good guys, Ceece. We still get the job done. You want to tell me what this is really all about?” 
 
    She took a gulping breath, wishing she could blame the thickness in her throat and runny nose on that awful cologne he continued to wear because Oscar had given it to him for Christmas. Probably as a joke. “Atcliff wants to groom me for his job so he can take Brady’s. It should be you. You have a family to support and—” 
 
    “And nothing.” 
 
    Silence settled. Tension melted into a comforting pattern of openness and trust.  
 
     “I don’t want a desk job, Ceece. You know me. I’d be no good at politics. I’m a foot soldier, and I’m okay with that. I come from generations of flatfoots who worried about fallen arches, hardening of the arteries, and living long enough to retire on crappy pensions. We always understood our enemies and what we were up against. Our world was black and white and our blood ran blue. But the things we both stand for, you and me, won’t matter a damn if Savoie can’t kick those creatures back to Chicago. It’s not what either of us signed up for, but there it is. Whatchu’ gonna do?” 
 
    What was she going to do? Cee Cee dragged in a long breath and let it out slowly. “Tell me why I’m suddenly worried about whether or not you’ve crossed certain lines.” 
 
    He tensed at that blunt demand. Slowly, shared history got the better of suspicion. He expelled a weary breath along with his demons, confessing, as he had to Colin Terriot, the twisting and turning actions, both noble and misguided, concluding simply.  
 
    “I was jealous, Charlotte, of everything that was pulling you away from what we had. Savoie and his people and their problems . . . I couldn’t compete. I didn’t fit in. I’m a simple guy who wants to fall asleep in front of the TV at night knowing the world is a safer, better place because he spent the day out there making sure it is. Bagging bad guys is all I know. And now, they’re not even guys. They’re . . . not even people.” He caught himself, realizing she was in that category. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize to me, Alain. Not for anything. Not ever. You’re not the only one struggling like a row boat in a hurricane.” She reached for the hand resting on her shoulder, threading fingers between his for a tight squeeze. “Long as we got each other, we got this. Right?” 
 
    A brief pause. Then a returning pressure. “Right.” He expelled a breath and straightened away from her. “So how long before you leave the pavement to grow a big ass along with that belly sitting behind a desk?” 
 
    “Not until we finish with Brady. That’s a given.” A sharp elbow to the ribs. “What’s wrong with my ass?” 
 
    He laughed. “Not a thing, darlin’. We’ve got each other’s. Always.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Max sat seemingly relaxed on the balcony above the modest block-letter sign proclaiming “K-Paul’s Louisiana Kitchen.” His always in motion gaze scanned busy foot traffic on the banquettes below for the one sight that made his day complete. Having her out of it for any length of time had begun to make him itchy, though she’d sink her teeth into him—not in a good way—if she found out about it. Finally, a small smile escaped his impassive veneer. A lifted forefinger sent one of the servers bustling below. 
 
    He breathed her in slowly. Voodoo Love. Strong with a tease of feminine vulnerability, just like his mate. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    Gaze devouring her the way he would the meal to come because both provided the necessities for him to live, Max rose. As he seated her, his nose brushed thick black hair feathered against the nape of her neck, inhaling deeply. His. Always and forever. 
 
    He took another quick sniff, catching a chaser of Babineau as he vowed, “Anticipation whets the appetite.” 
 
    As he returned to his chair, her pre-ordered appetizer of fried green tomatoes slipped in front of her, earning a blink of surprise and smile that was worth . . . everything. 
 
    She nodded to the waiter and grabbed up a fork. “Thanks. I’m starving. This eating for two . . .” She glanced up at him to offer a saucy wink, “. . . is the best excuse ever.” 
 
    He watched in silence, appreciating her appetite in all things. Finally, she leaned back to sigh, “That was wonderful. What would I do without you, Savoie?” 
 
    “Most likely you’d be sharing a walk-up apartment with two rodents and take out containers.” 
 
    A rueful laugh before sobering. “How’s Marissa?”  
 
    “When I called the hospital, they said they might have to place her in restraints to keep her there long enough to finish tests.” His expression softened. “Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Ideas on who’s behind it?” 
 
    “Too many to discuss.” He glanced up as the waiter returned to clear her plate and dress the tabletop with their entrees. “And your day?” 
 
    “Eventful.” 
 
    Brows lifted in patient expectation. 
 
    She talked around mouthfuls of pan-fried flounder while Max’s Blackened Beef Tender grew cold on his plate. Quick flickers of eye contact assessed his smooth façade for reaction to each revelation, finding none. When she’d finished, he calmly cut his meat and began to chew, pausing only to state, “You’ve had a busy day.” 
 
    “That’s all I get? You have nothing to add?” 
 
    “Oh, I have plenty, but it can wait until I’ve digested it along with this meal.” 
 
    Finally, after he forked up the last of the cast-iron skillet debris and she’d swallowed her final bite of decadent Crème Brȗlée, Max fixed a steady stare upon his mate to demand, “Is this what you want, Charlotte? To become Atcliff to his Brady?” 
 
     Black brows rocketed. “It’s hardly the same thing. You wanted me off the streets. And I can be diplomatic.” At the slight quirk of his lips, she tossed down her spoon. “I am the soul of calm, cool and collected!” 
 
    “Indeed, you are, Detective. It would put my mind at ease to see you behind a desk instead of a gun. You’d wield either with lethal force, I’m sure, for the sake of your city. A regular schedule in a building surrounded by cops instead of on the streets with criminals? For the sake of our daughter and my blood pressure, I am thrilled. But only if it’s where you choose to be when you’re ready to be.” 
 
    Charlotte stared at him, looking for hidden clues to his agenda. Finding none, she announced, “I want you now.” 
 
    He pushed back his wrought-iron chair. “Then I’m glad I skipped dessert.” He lifted a finger and their check appeared, quickly whisked away with his card. “It’ll be a long drive home.” 
 
    She pointed a finger toward the riverfront. “We have a perfectly good king right over there.” 
 
    “To the Towers it is.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    As they lay tucked together in the big bed listening to the sounds of the city and the river far below, Cee Cee felt the vibration of Max’s laugh beneath her palm. 
 
    “I used to fantasize about you in your uniform on my many trips to Interrogation in cuffs.” 
 
    A thrill of recall raced through her. His mysterious half-smile, gleaming green eyes, and confident stride, strolling by with hands behind his back as if he owned the station. Then that shock of connection when their gazes met and held for a moment too long.  
 
    She chuckled. “I used to daydream of being the one to march you before the judge. What do you dream about now?” 
 
    “You out of uniform.” His fingertips did a leisurely assessment of those coveted territories. 
 
    She caught that clever hand, lifting it to her lips for a kiss to his palm before cupping it to her cheek. “Am I making the right move, Max?” 
 
    The vulnerable uncertainty in her tone squeezed about his heart. “You seldom make a wrong one, sha.” 
 
    “It might mean a higher profile in the press. Can we afford that . . . considering?” 
 
    His laugh burst out, loud and genuine in its amusement. “Detective, we couldn’t have a higher profile if we were carved into a mountainside.” 
 
    “I know how you hate attention.” 
 
    After a tender kiss to the base of her thumb, he murmured, “I’ve found the limelight sometimes has its advantages. The shadows are what we need to avoid.” 
 
    Cee Cee rolled onto her side, bringing them nose to nose, hard middle to rounded belly. His fingertips gently spanned that circumference. Before drowning in the warm sea of his gaze, she demanded a single truth. 
 
    “Can we survive this?” 
 
    She didn’t need to explain further. This, the collective chaos that surrounded their life together. The list was endless and seemingly impossible with the added weight of the North crushing down atop it. 
 
    His answer summed up his faith with calm simplicity. 
 
    “It’s what we do, Charlotte. We survive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Instead of returning to River Road after he’d lingered over coffee and the panoramic riverfront view, Max readied to head to LEI, having gotten the all clear to reclaim the former crime scene. Though she’d left hours before, his mate’s scent lingered in the unmade sheets, in the bathroom towels, in the air itself. He breathed her in and exhaled on a sigh.  
 
    As he started to tuck away his wallet, he opened it instead, taking out the small square he carried. His daughter’s first picture. Not much to see yet, a tightly tucked little bundle with fingers and toes in shadowed x-ray greys, she was the most beautiful thing, next to her mama, he’d ever seen. His heart was gone. Just gone. As soon as he attended to what scant work he could do for the day in the disaster of his office, he’d speak to Susanna about information he could read to ready for his role as a supportive daddy-to-be for his warrior bride, hopefully without interruption from a clan war. 
 
    Those plans scattered when he opened the newly replaced glass door to Legere Enterprises International. 
 
    “Marissa? Are you supposed to be here?” 
 
    “I still work here, Mr. Savoie, don’t I? Your messages are on your desk.” When he just stared, brow lowering at the sight of the small bandage defacing her flawless dark skin, she sighed. “I couldn’t stand the thought of the mess all those police persons must have left behind. Don’t worry. I was cleared for a light, part-time schedule.” 
 
    He smiled, shoulders relaxing. “I’ll see you stick to it.” 
 
    “I’ll make coffee for you and your visitor.”  
 
    Visitor? Before he could entertain hopes of vigorous brunch activities with a certain detective, his assistant scattered them. 
 
    “He wouldn’t give his name, just that you’d want to see him. He’s waiting in the lounge. An associate of Detective Caissie’s.” 
 
    Her subtle emphasis on the word associate held many possibilities, and all of them had his heart pumping a ragtime rhythm as he continued to the less formal room across from his recently violated office. 
 
    A college-aged kid sat on the edge of one of the chairs. Sleepless eyes flashed up, wide with alarm before blinking in short-lived relief. A bundle of high-strung tension, he jumped to his feet, hands twisting the jacket he’d removed. “Mr. Savoie, I hope it’s okay to just show up like this.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Max replied, waving for the kid to follow him into his office where he settled behind his recently restored desk. Everything on its gleaming top was exactly where it should be, though broken locks on the drawers would need replacing. On Marissa’s To Do list, he was sure. He gestured for his visitor to take a seat. “So, start with your name and your business with me.” 
 
    “It’s not with you, sir, not exactly.” The hoist of a heavy brow encouraged him to hurry on. “I’m DeShawn Collette.” 
 
    “Ahh, the elusive witness.” 
 
    Some of the anxiety eased from the young man’s expression. “Yessir. I was scared to go to the police and thought maybe I could . . . I could talk to you.” 
 
    “I believe you should be talking to my wife.” 
 
    “I don’t want to end up like my co-worker. She was my friend.” A quick blink cleared welling eyes. “But I need to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Detective Caissie will need a full, sworn statement. . .” 
 
    His head jerked side to side, sending tightly braided tuffs of hair into an agitated dance. “No sir. I won’t live long enough.” 
 
    “In a police station filled with the city’s finest?” 
 
    “They ain’t all straight up like Detective Caissie. I knows what happened to that fella and to my friend. That ain’t gonna happen to me and my family.” 
 
    “She can see you’re protected.” 
 
     An expression Max was intimately familiar with tightened wary features. “Not while she trusts the wrong people.” 
 
    His senses quivered. “The wrong people? Like Brady?” 
 
    “No, not him. His friend. The one I saw with Mr. Pomerelli da night he were killed.” 
 
    Max leaned back in his chair, expression stoic. “This friend have a name?” 
 
    When DeShawn Collette spoke it in justified dread, Max understood everything.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Casting an anxious glance at the bank of black clouds crouching over the city’s high-rises, Simon Cummings waited for the door to his airport limo to be opened. He wasn’t a good fair-weather flyer, so the thought of this last-minute junket to Baton Rouge for a closed-door meeting before the next session convened knotted his stomach like the morning after a long night at a jazz club. Ordinarily, he’d have a driver convey him to the State Capital, but the political clock was ticking, necessitating the charter from Louis Armstrong to Ryan Field.  
 
     The guarantee of a bumpy ride increased twenty times over when his driver opened the rear door, revealing its occupant.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing in my car?” 
 
    As dangerously cool as always, Max Savoie regarded him for a nerve-itching second before answering. “We need to have a conversation. Should have just enough time if you’re to make your flight. You might want to get in before you get wet.” 
 
    On cue, the first fat raindrops splashed down, patterning his expensive suitcoat. Muttering a curse, he slid inside without sparing the driver a glance and was closed in nice and snug with his arch enemy. He glared at Savoie. Did the son-of-a-bitch control the weather along with every other damned thing in the city? Once settled in the cushy backseat, he impatiently tapped on the privacy petition to signal his hurry to leave. 
 
    As the car rolled forward, Cummings smoothed out any prospective creases from his jacket and tailored pants, snapping, “What do you want, Savoie, beyond raising my blood pressure with your mere presence?” 
 
    “A continuation of that conversation we started in your kitchen.” When he’d broken in to threaten the then mayoral candidate over his dealings with Rollo Moytes. 
 
    An audible swallow preceded a brusque, “I have nothing more to say on that matter.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you’ve been holding back one important detail that will eventually bite you very hard in the political and personal assets unless you do the right thing.” 
 
    “Right thing? For whom? You?” 
 
    “The city. Isn’t that what you swore to do, protect all those wide-eyed voters who believed you when you promised to be their white knight representative?” 
 
    He scowled, both suspicious and reluctantly curious. “And what good deed would I be doing?” 
 
    “You’d be the protected whistleblower bringing down a long-established ring of political and criminal corruption.” 
 
    “Against, who? Brady?” 
 
    “And Carmen Blutafino.” 
 
    His expression morphed from irritation to self-preservation. “No. Way. I will not speak out in a public forum against either of them. I’d be a dead man walking.” 
 
    “And the third player,” Max added with a sinister quiet, “who, so far, has been skirting just under the radar.” 
 
    Simon Cummings stopped breathing. Finally, he whispered, “You’re just guessing, trying to rattle me into saying something that’s not true.” 
 
    “I think you’re already rattled enough to know this is your one opportunity to save yourself.” 
 
    A few desperate breaths led to a faint, “I’ll lose everything.” 
 
    “Not everything. Not those things that have real value if you speak now, rather than when you’re subpoenaed. You could spin this and come out the hero you’ve always pretended to be. And I’ll use all my considerable contacts and influence to support you and applaud your courage.”  
 
    Cummings’ was no fool. He didn’t know what, if anything, Savoie had or could prove, but suspicion tended to create an impossible momentum once raised in the political arena. He’d be ruined and his family along with him. Just like Brady. And, damn him, the sleek Mobster was right. If he were smart and quick to grab this chance that would never come again, his future aspirations would be all but guaranteed. 
 
    A heavy sigh. “All right. If you want me to go on record, I’ll go on record. But I don’t have time to make a statement. I’ve got a plane waiting.” 
 
    The petition between front and back seats slid open, and Cummings got a look at their driver in the rearview. Savoie had planned for every outcome, the smooth bastard. 
 
    Detective Alain Babineau smiled. “I’ve got your conversation on tape already. Why don’t we make it official, and you can fill in the blanks, starting with the name of the third ringleader.” 
 
    Cummings exhaled and spoke what he hoped wouldn’t become his death warrant.  
 
    “Byron Atcliff.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    As they watched Simon Cummings hurry aboard the waiting charter, Babineau verbalized what both were thinking. 
 
    “Considering what we’ve got on him, what’re the chances he’ll be on that return flight?” 
 
    Max saw the hatch closing as a possible end to Cummings’ cooperation but chose to be optimistic. “His family’s here along with that reputation he thinks so highly of. He’s a player and loves a winner’s limelight. I think he’ll be busy plotting how he can turn things to his best advantage.” And if not, Turow Terriot, as a return favor, was in place to change his mind if he tried to run. “He’s a coward, not a hero or true villain. He’ll take our deal and convince himself it was all his idea.” 
 
    “And what about Atcliff?” 
 
    Grinding his teeth, Max could taste the red of the man’s blood until he took his mate’s partner’s meaning.  
 
    What about Charlotte? 
 
    Of all those she’d counted on who’d failed her, Byron Atcliff was her one foot on solid ground, the pinnacle she aspired to, the father figure she’d been denied. 
 
    “Maybe he was lying.” 
 
    Babineau’s words lacked conviction. They both knew out of the three top players, Atcliff was the brains, Brady the money, and Blutafino the muscle to make their greedy collaboration prosper undetected for so long. He was that missing piece frustrating Cee Cee’s attempts to bring the other two to justice. Justice Atcliff had always bent to his own purpose.  
 
    As he had when he saw to the death of his partner when Tommy Caissie was about to fold. 
 
    “Are you going to tell her, or do you want me to?” 
 
    Max drew in deep and expelled heavily. “I will. But not yet. Not until we can nail his slippery hide to the wall.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Things were going well, considering. 
 
    Warren Brady settled in behind his big home office desk, allowing a smug smile as the camera crew began an efficient setup. A personal interview with Karen Crawford for her One-on-One morning program was just the venue he needed to push his agenda. A haircut and facial erased signs of lingering sleeplessness and stress. His uniform was pressed to razor-edge perfection. When appearing on the ambitious reporter’s local network show, he’d put on the performance of his life, because it would be. He’d be fighting to keep all he’d built for himself and his family. 
 
    His family. A wife who’d killed herself rather than share the vision he had for them. One daughter who chose betrayal in the bed of an enemy and the other . . . he didn’t know what to think of the creature she’d become under Genevieve’s tutelage. Firmly in survival mode, he’d hang on to his well-crafted plans by any means necessary. 
 
    Making a friend of the press presented his first challenge. On camera, he’d portray the pinnacle of control and comforting power, not angry or resentful, but confident that the justice he’d championed throughout his career would prevail, thus vindicating him. If Crawford wanted a sensational story to humanize him, he’d provide one filled with familial tragedy from which he’d heroically risen. He angled the smiling portraits on his desktop, so they’d be visible to viewers. 
 
    Crawford arrived with a team of staff buzzing about her like a queen bee, spraying her hair, adjusting her lapel mic, touching up her makeup to disguise the years cameras cruelly accentuated. With a final sip of her coffee and a finger brush of her teeth, she shooed away her sycophants to approach her guest with feral professionalism. That same smile would address the day’s hero or a serial killer. 
 
    “Commissioner Brady, thank you for your time. You’ve been briefed on our format. We’ll speak about your distinguished career, your family, and about the charges you hope will be dismissed.” 
 
    “They will be dismissed.” 
 
    That smooth mask never flickered. “Of course. Then we’ll take a few phone calls from our viewers. You’ll keep your answers brief and to the point.” 
 
    “Ms. Crawford, I’ve given my share of interviews to tougher rooms than your viewership.” 
 
    Her smile tightened, betraying hard-won lines of experience around her mouth. “Of course, you have, sir. No one questions that. I remind you again that this is a live broadcast.” 
 
    “We’re wasting time, Ms. Crawford. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    She assumed the seat on the other side of his desk, an inferior position instead of the elbow-to-elbow, tete-a-tete she’d requested in front of it. If that annoyed her as a professional, she covered it well. He wasn’t fooled by her airs. The fading media comet struggling not to become a dead star would make certain he looked good for her viewing public. 
 
    The lights went on, cameras rolled, and ratings predator Karen Crawford came to life, rising to the surface with scarcely a ripple, eyes gleaming like a swamp gator assessing its meal. 
 
    “Good morning, New Orleans. I’m Karen Crawford, and I’m pleased to welcome our own Police Commissioner Warren Brady to One-on-One as today’s special guest. His lengthy and impeccably bulletproof career has recently come under fire with allegations of corruption and criminality that would have a less connected public servant hiding behind his attorney. But our calm-under-fire Commissioner is no stranger to life and death situations and has agreed to take your pointblank questions live on our show. So, let’s get right to our first caller. This is One-on-One, and you are on the air.” 
 
    Allowing no opportunity for him to first present himself as a hero and victim of false accusations, Karen Crawford provided that cold, reptilian smile that had warned countless others of that snap of jaws they’d failed to anticipate until too late. 
 
    The first caller was a plant who asked about his charitable contributions to the community, painting him with a saintly halo over-head. But the next came at him, a knife in a dark alley. 
 
    “Commissioner, you’ve hung your entire career on punishing those who victimize the weak and helpless of our community. So, how can you justify brutally beating and attempting to rape the underage daughter of your business partners in one of the upstairs rooms of Maisy J’s, a well-known Algiers club that caters to prostitution and illegal drug activities? She was fifteen years old. How can a man with two daughters live with that on his conscience?” 
 
    Brady betrayed none of the shock paralyzing every muscle group. “I have no knowledge of any such event. What is the source of this outrageous lie?” 
 
    “The recorded testimony of both the victim and an officer on the scene who witnessed your trip to the hospital for damages the underaged girl inflicted in order to escape. Plus supporting copies of medical reports you tried to have erased.” 
 
    “If there was such a victim or witness to this fictitious event, why haven’t they come forward?” 
 
    “They will. At your trial.” The caller’s voice lowered to a menacing growl. “And you’ll pay for putting your hands on her, then and now.” 
 
    The connection ended before Brady had a chance for repudiation. Nor did Crawford request one. 
 
    “We have another caller,” she announced. “Good morning. You’re One-on-One. Please state your question for the commissioner.” 
 
    “It’s rumored there’s a ledger showing payments for both bribes and extortion by you and your former partner at Maisy J’s, a business you still own and run despite its reputation for illegal activities.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “I understand a copy of that ledger was retrieved from a computer in your own home and will be evidence at your trial, tying you and your mysteriously deceased partner to Carmen Blutafino, a well-known criminal figure in our city.” 
 
    “I’ve never had any dealings with Mr. Blutafino other than in my capacity as a servant of the law!” He caught himself before blurting out the name of his accuser. Kip Terriot wouldn’t dare take the stand, giving him the confidence to rebut, “There are no witnesses who can verify that this alleged information had anything to do with me.” 
 
    “But there is one. And he will bury you.” 
 
    The call disconnected. 
 
    Brady’s thoughts churned frantically. Neil? Neil D’Poussier, whom he’d thought ruined the digital copy of that ledger? Whom he’d fired with extreme prejudice? Was that little pissant looking for revenge? He hadn’t heard a whisper about him being picked up or questioned. 
 
     “Enough!” Medal-studded chest heaving, he leaned across his desk to glare at the calm reporter. “I want the identity of those callers.” 
 
    “You have the right to try to subpoena them, sir.” And she smiled, stare as flat and cold as that well-fed reptile. 
 
    He rose, becoming a threatening figure in full view of the audience. “This interview is over. My attorneys will be contacting you. I’ll see your credentials pulled. You will never work in my city again!” 
 
    After the cameras were silenced, Karen Crawford stood, calmly smiling in the face of his seething rage. “Oh, I think after this, I can pretty much write my own ticket. Maybe even go national. Good luck on getting anything buried. I did remind you it was a live broadcast, and nothing makes an impression on a viewer like live TV. Thank you for your time, Commissioner.” She turned to her crew. “We’re done here.” 
 
    As they packed up their gear, Brady slumped back in his chair, heartbeat hammering nails into his casket. Finally left alone, an animal panting in a trap of his ego’s making, he felt the buzz of his private phone in his pocket. 
 
    Carmen Blutafino cut right to it. “What the hell have you done? How could you let my name come up in connection with yours?” 
 
    “She was fishing.” 
 
    “And she managed to snag not just you, but us both. What witness?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’d better find out, or they’re going to find pieces of you floating to the surface in Pontchartrain come summer.” 
 
    Brady straightened, chest puffing up with indignation. “You petty thug. You dare threaten me? I’ll put a lid on this nonsense.” 
 
    “See that you do, or I’ll put a lid on your empty coffin.” 
 
    That warning echoing all the way to his bowels, Brady sat frozen. What could they have to connect him and the mobster other than the claims of those meddlesome Terriots? 
 
    Cold certainty settled like the cement shoes Manny referenced. There was no way to make the disastrous broadcast disappear, not in time. It would hang him in the minds of the public long before the court had its say. 
 
    A vicious sweep of his arm cleared all the bright-eyed illusions of a happy family from his desktop.  
 
    – – – 
 
    “Where is she?” Brady demanded as the door opened. 
 
    The stoic guardian blocking the way into the elegant Business District suite never blinked. “Hello, Daddy. Nice to see you. You looked good on television.” 
 
    He bulldozed by Olivia, shouting, “Genevieve! You can’t hide from me!” 
 
    “Hide?” A sleek figure swathed in rippling Givenchy silk and perfume emerged from the next room. “Warren, dear, I have nothing to hide from.” His hope that she was ignorant of the events in his office ended with her soft, “But you did and should have.” 
 
    He didn’t try to defend himself. “I need your help.” 
 
    She glided over to the sideboard to pour a hefty glass of bourbon which he took in less than steady hands, bolting it down. “A little late to come for advice, now that this is a clean-up situation rather than a repair.” 
 
    Seeing his power crumbling, Brady scrambled in an attempt at damage control. “I can still be of use to you. I know these beasts you’re struggling to suppress. I can earn back your trust, help with your final solution. I have contacts and influence—” 
 
    She smiled, the gesture reminiscent of Karen Crawford’s condescending smirk. “The Terriots have proven to be rather wily and persistent enemies. You underestimated them. I will not. I can’t let them use you as a weapon against me. Once you’re out of the way, they’ll see no need to risk their safety on pointless retribution.” 
 
    His shoulders rose and crumpled in defeat. “Send me North, Genevieve. I’m ready to escape this place and these lowly creatures.” 
 
    “I agree. I’m not unmerciful.” She studied him for a long moment then promised, “I’ll arrange things.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    News reached Cee Cee at her desk as a slow-rising tide of excited whispers surged into a tsunami of chaos. She glanced at her partner, who shrugged as the wave swept toward them. 
 
    If she hadn’t been sitting down, she’d have been swept away. Gripping the uniform’s sleeve before he could carry the mind-blanking news any farther, she demanded, “Where did they find him?” 
 
    “In his home office.” 
 
    She and Babineau exchanged wide-eyed looks as the messenger continued his tidal surge down the row of desks. 
 
    “Suicide? That’s nice and neat.”  
 
    She nodded, too stunned to process the fact of Warren Brady’s ignominious death. She and Babineau joined the group clustering around a fellow detective’s desk. Eyes widened as they watched a replay of Karen Crawford’s interview as unidentified callers ripped through their former commissioner with fierce intent, their words composing his death warrant before the court had its chance to try him. 
 
    Justice swift and sure. And final. 
 
    Before they could speculate farther, a call brought the partners to Atcliff’s office. 
 
    “Caissie, you’re Officer in Charge since Babineau was a potential witness. Keep his contribution minimal. Dovion is on scene. Handle this,” he charged, tone grim, expression unblinking. “Lock it down. Contain it and wrap it quickly. No loose ends. No mistakes. No speculation. Don’t give the press anything else to feed on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Babineau answered for them.  
 
    – – – 
 
    The main drive of the Garden District home was filled with official vehicles while press clogged the street and sidewalks. A beat cop directed them to one of the few remaining parking spots with a philosophical, “Get ready for the shit show.” 
 
    The halls of the mansion were bustling with various personnel. News media had yet to penetrate the active scene. Cee Cee paused at the wide staircase where a stoic Ophelia Brady sat within the curl of her mate/husband’s arm. When Cee Cee bent close to express condolences, she was met by a clear-eyed stare. 
 
    “We need to talk, Detective Caissie.” 
 
    “Did you witness what happened?” Images of her own father’s violent death blasted through her memory, threatening her calm façade. She wouldn’t wish that on this lovely innocent. 
 
    Ophelia shook her head, clarifying, “I called it in.” 
 
    When the detectives glanced at Kip, he said, “I wasn’t here. Phe called me after she reported it.” 
 
    Gently, Babineau asked the young woman, “Were you in the home at the time, Miss Brady?” 
 
    “No. I found him . . . that way. After.” 
 
    Cee Cee nodded. Good. One less complication. “Did you enter the room or touch the body?” She didn’t need to explain the complexity of the question. Did you compromise the scene?  
 
    Ophelia took a shaky breath. “No. I could tell from the doorway there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    Smart girl. “Have you been interviewed yet?” 
 
    “Briefly by the first men on the scene, but not officially.” 
 
    “Okay.” Cee Cee pressed one of her cold, still hands. The first shivers of shock hadn’t settled in yet. But they would. “Don’t speak to anyone but me or Detective Babineau.” She looked to Kip. “Take her back to the Towers. Let no one in but us. No calls, no company. No discussion of what’s happened here.” 
 
    He nodded, adding a respectful, “Yes, ma’am,” before cupping his hands beneath Ophelia’s elbows and lifting her to her feet. She leaned into his supportive embrace, but before he could guide her away, she reached out to touch Cee Cee’s arm. 
 
    “Please see he’s treated with respect.” 
 
    One grieving daughter to another, she vowed, “I will.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Dev Dovion had secured the scene, shooing out all who could possibly contaminate it, including the first responders once they’d briefed him. When the ME spotted the two detectives in the doorway, he gestured them in after noting their presence for the record and confirming they’d taken proper precautions. 
 
    After a quick assessment, Babineau sighed. “Well, that’s one way to avoid a prison term.” 
 
    Cee Cee’s practiced gaze detailed the event laid out in grisly fashion. “But did he choose it, or did someone pick it for him?” She looked to the coroner. “Whatchu got, Dev?” 
 
    “Estimated TOD an hour, no more than three ago. I’ll narrow that down once I take him home with me. Cause of death single GSW, looks to be self-inflicted from the placement of the weapon after discharge.” He gestured to the gun on the floor beside the victim’s chair instead of still in curled fingers on the desktop. “My guess is that’s his service piece. I’ll confirm, pull prints, test for gunshot residue, and get that to you ASAP.  
 
    “First responders attempted to render aid, found no breathing, no pulse, no muscle tone in the eyes, and were smart enough to get the hell out without touching anything else before calling it in. I secured the scene upon arrival, recognized and protected the evidence as there was no aid to be rendered.” 
 
    The victim was Warren Brady, and whether he’d taken the coward’s route or someone else had decided the destination for him was the question. 
 
    He still wore his dress uniform from the taping of Crawford’s damning interview. Coincidence, ending his life where he’d effectively ended his career and chance for redemption? His body had been knocked back by the force of the round entering through the roof of his mouth and exiting the top of his flung-back head. Glassy eyes stared up at nothing in particular. The drapes pulled across the window behind the big desk were redecorated with blood and brain matter. 
 
    “Any sign he may have had help with this life ending decision?” Babineau asked as shrewd gaze tracked the trajectory. 
 
    Devion scowled. “It would seem half the local entertainment industry trooped in and out of the room this morning, but we’ll see what the evidence can narrow down for us. Once I have a list of everyone who was here with Ms. Crawford and detailed statements of their purpose and whereabouts, I can better determine if anyone other than the commissioner was in the room at the TOD. You know the drill. I’m treating this as a potential homicide unless the evidence proves otherwise.” 
 
    Cee Cee considered the implications and said quietly, “There are those who may want to rush that ruling of suicide.” 
 
    Dovion smiled. “You know me, Charlotte. I’m as easy to rush as a tax refund. This scene and this case will be treated the same way I handle all my investigations. The answers’ll come from the evidence, not for the sake of convenience or reputation. Go. Do your job and leave me to mine. Once I get the obvious physical evidence bagged and recorded, I’ll get the techs busy with photographs, measurements, and sketches. I’ll need this room examined with the same magnifying glass we’ll be under.” 
 
    Cee Cee nodded. 
 
    By the time they exited the room, her requested team had arrived. All stops had been pulled out regarding manpower to get the incident processed and concluded with every due diligence. Having assigned the tasks of canvassing the grounds and neighborhood and obtaining phone and electronic records, she and Babineau did a sweep of the house, checking for potential surveillance via the security cams only to come up empty. Apparently, Brady had shut off all electronic access to his private spaces after the disastrous interview. He’d dismissed his personal staff and had left the premises, according to a neighbor, to go . . . where? To do what? See whom? Had he returned alone or with someone else? He had all the secretive markings of someone getting ready to bolt. 
 
    To start filling in those blanks, they went to the Towers to talk to Ophelia Brady. She and Kip were alone in Rico’s apartment, the owners next door at Colin’s to give them privacy while Charlotte’s official interview was recorded. Ophelia had seen Crawford’s program. Her call to her father had gone unanswered, but he’d contacted her less than an hour later, asking her to come to the house, alone. 
 
    “He sounded agitated and . . . sad. He didn’t say why he wanted to see me but . . . I think it was to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Was it something he said that had you thinking that? Please be specific, Ms. Brady,” Cee Cee coaxed. 
 
    “Just a feeling, Detective. A father-daughter thing. Not much rattled my father, but something had.” 
 
    “The interview?” 
 
    Slowly, she withdrew her hand from Kip’s to wipe at her eyes, but her response was steady and strong. “It was damning but he’s . . . he was a fighter. He’d be putting another plan in place.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Cee Cee inserted gently, “he did.” 
 
    “To kill himself? My father had too much ego to let someone like Karen Crawford take him down. He’d never allow anyone to think of him as a coward.” 
 
    “He left the house after the interview. Any idea where he would have gone?” 
 
    “No. He never confided his personal or professional business to me.” 
 
    Cee Cee nodded and continued the questions. “When you arrived, did you notice anything unusual?” 
 
    “The gates were open. There was no one at the door. My father is . . . was a stickler for his privacy. And considering the interview he’d given, he’d be expecting a lot more press. He wouldn’t have just let anyone walk in. He always had someone stationed at the front door and usually outside his office, especially if he was in a meeting and didn’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Did you notice anything out of place or unusual as you approached?” 
 
    “The doors to my father’s study were open. He never leaves them open.” 
 
    “Even though he’d asked you to come?” 
 
    “No. He liked the impression that you were asking for an audience and needed his permission to enter.” Another wry smile. 
 
    “Any voices or sounds of any kind as you approached?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tone gentling, the Officer in Charge asked, “Describe what you saw as you reached those open doors. Take your time.” 
 
    Voice strong, yet trembling slightly at times, Ophelia relayed the impressions she had taken in with stunned then horrified eyes, those that matched the current scene. She’d seen no indication that anyone had been with him. 
 
    “Did you enter the room or touch the body?” 
 
    “No. He was beyond help. I didn’t want to contaminate the scene.” A faint tug at thinned lips. “Cop’s daughter.” 
 
    “And what did you do next?” 
 
    “I placed a 9-1-1 call and waited at the front door for them to arrive.” 
 
    She relayed calling Kip and described his one-time place within the household, and also placing an unanswered call to her sister, Olivia, all very crisp and clear. 
 
    “Ms. Brady, do you know of anyone who would want your father dead?” 
 
    A choked-off laugh. “You can start with anyone who’s been a guest of the NOLA PD.” She wiped at her eyes. “Other than that, my father had strong opinions and took some unpopular stands, both professionally and personally. I’d say the list is fairly long and not exclusive to criminals.” 
 
    “Do you know of anyone who’s threatened him, either personally or professionally, anyone who might want him dead?” 
 
    “I’d start with Carmen Blutafino, who was mentioned in the interview, and work my way down, Detective. I wasn’t privy to his hate mail. He isolated us from that side of his life.” 
 
    “To your knowledge, did your father suffer from depression or ever contemplate self-harm?” 
 
    “No. He had a strong attachment to his life.” 
 
    “And his family?” 
 
    Hesitation then a flat, “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Do you believe his actions are directly related to the charges he has pending?” 
 
    “I believe that’s up to you to determine.”  
 
    Babineau nodded to his partner who concluded the interview and stopped the tape. She pressed the hand of their now visibly shaken witness. “Is there more, off the record?” 
 
    Ophelia looked her straight on as she vowed, “He didn’t kill himself. I think we all know that. He became a liability to those he ran with, one that had to be silenced after this morning’s interview and the connections it made.” 
 
    “Blutafino?” Babineau suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I think more likely, it’s closer to home.” 
 
    Cee Cee sat back, silencing Babineau with a raised hand before he could speak. “Who, Ophelia?” 
 
    “I know things,” she said quietly. “I always have. My sister and I have always shared an unusual bond, psychic twins, I guess. I know when she’s near. I can feel her. My sister, Olivia, killed our father for Genevieve Savorie, just as she did our mother.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    After dodging reporters and co-workers alike through the lunch hour, Devlin Dovion thumbed through his collection of show tunes looking for an appropriate soundtrack for his celebrity guest star. He smiled. Chicago. Rubbing at his bad knee after being on his feet all morning, he turned away from his vintage CD player to gown up. Smiling as the chorus of “He had it coming” began, he turned, coming face-to-face with an unexpected visitor. 
 
    “Christ on a Cracker, Savoie, you nearly put me on one of my own tables!” 
 
    “Sorry. Charlotte always threatens to put a bell on me.” 
 
    Giving his heart rate time to decelerate, Dovion glanced around to make sure they were alone. “You can’t be here.” 
 
    “Do you have a minute before you get started? It’s important.” 
 
    “I can’t discuss this case with you. You know better.” 
 
    “I do, and this isn’t that, at least not directly. This is personal.” Meaning that someone foremost in both their hearts. 
 
    “Only a minute.” 
 
    Max accepted that warning with a nod and followed Dovion to his chaotic office where pictures of his family and Charlotte Caissie were prominent. He took the uncomfortable chair he was directed to. 
 
    “Is this about the baby?” 
 
    The concern in the other man’s voice eased Max’s tension. “No. Something else. You know Charlotte better than just about anyone, and I trust you to keep a confidence for her sake, not my own.” 
 
    “You know I will. She’s family. Like one of my own kids.” 
 
    “There are so few folks she’s let herself love.”  
 
    “And this involves one of them.” When Max nodded, Dovion prompted, “Are you going to make me guess?” 
 
    “Warren Brady and Carmen Blutafino have been robbing, terrorizing and extorting the city for decades.” 
 
    “That’s not news anymore.” Worry clouded the ME’s gaze as he waited for the other Italian loafer to drop. 
 
    “Byron Atcliff is involved with them. He killed Tommy Caissie to earn his way in.” After a long moment passed and Dovion had yet to blink, Max added, “The man she calls her uncle murdered her father to keep him from testifying. And he also killed a witness who knew of his involvement in one of her current cases. How can I tell her that, especially now?” 
 
    Dovion exhaled in a rush then grew somber. “You’re certain of this?” 
 
    “Yes. Both a witness to Pomerelli’s murder and Simon Cummings confirmed it. What am I supposed to do? Tear down the only thing she believes in?” 
 
    The ME slumped back in his chair to consider the question. After a pensive moment, he replied, “That’s not quite true, Max. She believes in you, and she believes in the law and the work she’s doing for the citizens of this city. To discover Atcliff is a false god will be a blow, both personally and professionally, but she’ll survive it and be stronger for it. She has us to support her. Will she blame the messenger? If that worries you, it shouldn’t.” 
 
    Max exhaled, the shoulders of his immaculately fitted suit drooping, looking as uncertain and helpless as he had over a barbeque grill in Alain Babineau’s driveway the first time they’d met, at a loss with the mysteries of human emotion. “Being with me has made her life difficult enough.” 
 
    “No.” Dovion laughed, shaking his wiry haired head. “Being with you brought the shades of gray she needs into her to life, instead of just rigid black and white. She’s found the compassion a good public servant needs to be righteous instead of always right. You supporting her makes that easier. But to find out you’ve hidden something this important to protect her, now that she won’t take well. And I wouldn’t want to be you if that happens.” 
 
    Knowing Dovion was right didn’t make what he had to do any easier for Max as he sat in the luxurious backseat of his town car staring at her name on his phone as her voice requested he leave a message. 
 
    “I know you’re extremely busy, Detective, but I need a moment of your time. Call me.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The only bright spot in Cee Cee’s hectic day was notification that Kinesha Jones was awake and able to answer brief questions. As Babineau drove, their conversation was necessarily grim. 
 
    “So, how are you gonna go to the Cap and tell him Brady was done in by a shapeshifting ninja assassin who, oh, by the way, just happens to be the man’s genetically made to order daughter?” 
 
    “Atcliff knows such things exist,” she reminded, suddenly so weary even a sigh siphoned off her energy. 
 
    “And he’s going to go on record with that? To the press?” 
 
    “Not my call.” 
 
    “If you take his job, someday it will be. And with Brady out of the picture, that reshuffling of the chain of command is gonna happen sooner than expected. Might be for the appearance of stopping corruption they’ll bring in outsiders to fill in some blanks instead of promoting within.” 
 
    “Again, above my pay grade.” But a definite problem. New blood, unfamiliar with their ‘unique’ demographics, eager to make a name off secrets long kept. Those not as forgiving of her relationship with a former Person of Interest like Max Savoie. “Nothing we can do but our jobs as long as they’ll let us.” 
 
    They fell silent as Babineau pulled into the hospital lot, grim facts churning but refusing to coalesce as she made her way alone to the Burn Unit.  
 
    Even with Kinesha Jones’ improved condition, the nature of the injuries demanded a sterile environment. Cee Cee submitted to the infection protocols and donned the necessary garb to prevent contamination as she entered the room, mindful of the nurse’s warnings. No physical contact, no mental or physical agitation of the patient. Period. Cee Cee approached the near-mummified doctor, clock ticking. 
 
    “Dr. Jones, thank you for seeing me. I have some questions if you’re up to them.” 
 
    Swollen, salve-coated lips barely moved as the patient whispered, “Ask.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened before I arrived? Who was with you, what did they say?” 
 
    “Pretended to be doctor but couldn’t answer my questions. Asked about you . . . to see your records.” 
 
    When her words dried out, Cee Cee waited for the watchdog nurse to moisten her lips. “Who was with him?” 
 
    “A woman.” 
 
    “Another doctor? His assistant?” 
 
    A careful head shake. “Stayed . . . in the background. We shook hands. Hers rough, strong.” 
 
    “A bodyguard?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Pretty, delicate, educated blonde?” 
 
    “No. Tall. Aggressive.” 
 
    That rang no bells. “I didn’t see her. Was she hiding in the back when I arrived?” 
 
    “She . . . she left before you came in. Told the man she’d take care of the other things.” 
 
    Things like Mia Guedry’s possession? If not Olivia Brady, then who? 
 
    The nurse signaled Time’s up. Fearing to press those boundaries, Cee Cee nodded and smiled at the gutsy doctor. 
 
    “Concentrate on getting better. You’ll have work to do when you’re up to it.” 
 
    Voice frail, the doctor sighed, “Nothin’ to go back to.” 
 
    “There will be. Rest. Get better. It’ll be there for you when you’re ready.” 
 
    With those cryptic words of encouragement, Cee Cee slipped into the hall, burdened by more questions than answers. 
 
    After rejoining Babineau in the car, she filled him in as they headed back the station to update Atcliff. She checked her phone. No further messages after the one from Max. Not that she needed another urgent matter to deal with. 
 
    The two detectives exchanged a look when only Cee Cee was called into their superior’s office. Expression carefully neutral, Babineau showed her in, closing the door behind her. Once invited to sit, she took the hot seat across from Atcliff and ran through all they’d uncovered to date, except what Ophelia had confided regarding her sister. She offered her conclusion that circumstances warranted further investigation of foul play if forensic evidence supported it. Then she waited for his assessment. 
 
    “I commend both you and Detective Babineau for your thorough work. Dovion has promised to expedite his findings, and those, along with yours, I believe will validate the conclusion of death by his own hand.” 
 
    Cee Cee closed her sagging jaw with a snap. After a jerky swallow, she argued, “Sir, don’t you think that’s premature? We’ve barely begun our review.” 
 
    “Resolution, quick and confident, is what this city needs, not prolonged media coverage that feeds speculation.” 
 
    “Uncle Byron, the city and his family need to know the truth.” 
 
    “Detective,” his crisp tone slashed through her personal entreaty, “this city does not need to endure months of dirty laundry and scandal that will never come satisfactorily clean. It needs this unfortunate episode closed and forgotten so we can rebuild confidence in our authority and control.” 
 
    “By lying? Sir—” 
 
    “Detective Caissie, is it your professional opinion that this investigation will end corruption in this city? Or will it embolden criminals and frighten citizens who’ll no longer trust in our integrity?” He studied the stubborn set of her features for a long moment then exhaled, adopting that familiar mien of caring ‘uncle’ and a gentler rationale.  
 
    “Charlotte, your daddy would be so proud of who you’ve become. He took the same high ground . . . and look how that ended for him. I don’t need another martyr. I need someone strong beside me, making the hard choices, holding to the realistic truths that will keep all the populace in New Orleans safe.” When she didn’t immediately argue, he smiled. “I know diplomacy goes against the grain for you. For me, too. But we pick our battles, Lottie, and this one isn’t it. Help me put a lid on things before the press makes all of us over into Brady’s mold.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’re doing by doing nothing with what we know?” 
 
    A patronizing nod of agreement. “You’re right, of course. But the high road isn’t always the best road for all concerned. A dead man can’t present evidence at trial. Carmen Blutafino is not going to escape justice. There will always be a Blutafino and those like him to provoke us and try to pervert our loyalties. The stronger we stand together for the laws we can enforce, the more difficult we make it for criminals to succeed. Let’s put this scandal behind us and move forward to that better New Orleans we want to make together.” 
 
    Cee Cee asked for clarification. “What would you like me to do, sir?” 
 
    “Talk with your team so we’re all on board, then I’ll make a statement to the press to end this unfortunate event. Warren Brady made mistakes that weighed upon him so greatly he took his own life rather than further disgrace the office he loved and the family he protected. He’ll be buried quietly, and we will move on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Is there anything else, sir?” 
 
    “No, Detective.” Byron Atcliff’s strong features relaxed into a fond smile. “I appreciate your candor and your cooperation in this matter. You deserve to be seated on this side of the desk in that future we’ll build together.” 
 
    Had Brady once given him the same speech? 
 
    Cee Cee breezed past Babineau where he loitered outside the door. He hustled after her, holding tight to his questions. 
 
    After they’d climbed into her partner’s beat-up vehicle, she buckled in and blurted out, “Shit! Shit, shit, shit! He wants us to make it go away.” 
 
    Babs started the noisy engine then turned toward her, voice a calm whisper in comparison to knocking valves and the banging pulse between her temples. “And what do you want?” 
 
    “Close it down.” 
 
    “Ceece—” 
 
    “Just drive.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    After the detective marched from his office, Atcliff stared at the closed door then drew out his private cell to make the call he’d been avoiding. A silky voice answered. He got right to the point. 
 
    “Thank you for tidying up that unfortunate problem.” 
 
    “Of course. It was to all our benefit. His usefulness was at an end, so his was inevitable. And it gave me the opportunity to test certain loyalties.” 
 
    Just as he had. Atcliff’s chest tightened with provoking sentiment, hoping he hadn’t miscalculated. A quick, hard breath dispelled it. “It’s time we escalate the situation while they’re vulnerable.” 
 
    A low chuckle, that misleading purr before the flash of sharp teeth. “Vulnerable is not a word I’d use as long as they have their attack dogs on the leash.” 
 
    “The Terriots are your kind, your problem. Deal with them as you see fit.” 
 
    “Oh, I will. Time to put our asset to work bringing them to heel. Then we’ll do a clean sweep of that rabble on the docks and the city will be ours.” 
 
    “And Savoie?” 
 
    “I’ll see to him. We have unfinished business that’s long overdue.” 
 
    “And his wife?” Atcliff hoped no weakness betrayed him. 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’s as valuable to us as she is to you. She carries our future.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cee Cee met with their team to relay the order to wrap things up in a neat bow for the city and the press and to release the scene, a command earning surprise but no questions. BAU, Business as Usual. The call to Dovion she expected would be harder, but the ME offered no rebuttal. She was too tired and frustrated to concern herself with his quick capitulation. 
 
    Then back to Atcliff to confirm things on her end. Case closed by Officer in Charge. Manner of Death, gunshot wound, self-inflicted. Warren Brady had gone out with a bang and a whimper. 
 
    Babineau remained a silent support at her side until they left the scene. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    She slumped in the passenger seat, denying the shocks of disbelief and frustration goading her to beat her fists on the dashboard. Scrubbing palms over her face to restore her stoic front, she muttered, “Just a sec,” and texted Max. Where U? 
 
    An immediate ding. Towers. 
 
    A hurried, Pour me a drink. 
 
    To Babineau, she instructed, “The apartment. I need a long shower and a lot of alcohol. Wanna join me?” 
 
    “For the shower?” 
 
    Coaxed into a reluctant snort by his nonchalance, she amended, “For the drink.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’ve got both of those waiting at home and could really use them to get rid of the stink of this whole day. You and I both know he was murdered to shut him up.” 
 
    “Whatchu gonna do?” 
 
    He glanced her way after easing into traffic, not buying her indifference. “What are you planning to do? Nothing suicidal, career-wise, I hope?” 
 
    “I’m no more suicidal than Brady was. They can put him in the ground, but they’re not burying the truth with him.” 
 
    “I repeat, don’t do nothing dumb.” He followed that warning with the flash of his grin. “At least, not without me.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The apartment lay in shadows. Firelight shimmered through two crystal glasses. Only the sight of Max Savoie stretched out naked in front of the blaze could have made the mood more inviting. Until the shower turned on. 
 
    Turning her on along with it. 
 
    Discarded clothing marked her unhurried walk to a bathroom wreathed in ribbons of steam where candlelight teased an enticing silhouette behind clouded glass. Strongly defined arms; sleek black hair accentuating a roughly-cut profile; shoulders that could carry her heaviest load; long, sleek torso; and, that ass . . . The best cardio she’d had all day. Charlotte stepped inside and into a ready embrace that held her, just held her, as heat built and tension eased. Finally, she tipped her head back to receive his eloquent greeting. 
 
    “You have no idea how much I needed this,” she whispered into his slow, smoldering welcome home kiss. 
 
    “Oh, sha, I think I do.” He made his point with sucking nibbles down the arch of her throat, pausing to lap from the shallow pool of her collarbone before nipping along her shoulder. She moaned and tugged his mouth back to hers. 
 
    Large, patient hands soaped and massaged until knots of stress melted. Palms adored that taut, tender bump of new life, charted strong, curvy lines, teasing, cupping, caressing away worries until this moment, this man was all that existed in her world. Her head fell back as he went to his knees until hers were incapable of supporting her, body shuddering, worries dissolving, replete as his arms surrounded her once more. 
 
    Rocked by the promising thunder of his heartbeats, Cee Cee closed her eyes, adrift and dreamy as he turned off the water, towel dried them both, and transported her to the waiting hearth. Stretched out before its embracing warmth, harsh realities faded to manageable topics of conversation encouraged by warmed, non-alcoholic wine made more romantic by sips from each other’s glasses. Then, speaking what preyed upon hearts and minds came with relief instead of reluctance. 
 
    “Atcliff made me drop the investigation. Brady’s death is going down as suicide.” 
 
    “And that angers you? Why? Isn’t dead, dead?” 
 
    Frowning at that practical reply, she argued, “That ends our chance to tie in Blutafino and any others involved.” 
 
    “It also shuts the door on a lot of issues that don’t need exposure in the full light of day.” 
 
    Things like their clan and Brady’s daughters. And the genetic war brewing like a dangerous squall in the Gulf. Cee Cee couldn’t argue that. A magnifying glass wasn’t something they could afford, but the injustice of it all refused to go down easily. Even with another small glass of that placating red. 
 
    “He gets away with it. Those who rode on his coattails get away with it. And now that Brady’s an established scapegoat, blame for everything from Blutafino’s crimes to public jaywalking will be dumped on his doorstep because he’s not rotting in some prison, able to deny it. It’s not right.” 
 
    Max soothed a hand from squared shoulders to the taut mound of her belly. “No, it’s not. But it protects those who would suffer from that lengthy trial. And perhaps with him out of the way, my aunt’s grip on our city will weaken.” 
 
    “Or another replaces him.” Troubled thoughts leapt to the mysterious female Dr. Jones described. Another player they’d yet to identify. Firelight glittered in her dark eyes as frustration and betrayal filled them. “They win. Any way you look at it, they win. And Atcliff covering it up with convenient excuses makes it all the harder to stomach. How could he give that order and expect me to just lie down and obey it when it’s wrong? A coverup isn’t in the city’s best interests!” 
 
    “Perhaps it serves other interests.” 
 
    Max’s soft-spoken statement struck like a wakeup slap. 
 
    Cee Cee rolled onto her side, dark eyes as direct as a double barrel. “What are you saying, Savoie? Whose interests?” 
 
    The way his jade-colored gaze darted away then returned with stark intensity punched up her alarm.  
 
    “Charlotte.” 
 
    He spoke her name with such reluctance, her first panicked thought was to stop the words and the knowledge that would come with them. Heartbeats lunged into a frantic rhythm. Before they exploded, she whispered, “Just say it.” 
 
    “Atcliff’s been working with Brady and Blutafino since he was in uniform. They all came up together, the three of them.” 
 
    As breath squeezed from her lungs, she gasped, “No. He and my father—” 
 
    “Were victims of corruption under the Vantours and then Jimmy. Just little fish at first, until Brady decided to make them into sharks like him. Your mother left because she found out. He was in too deep to stop by then, but he wouldn’t let her take you with her. You were the one good and noble thing he’d accomplished. He couldn’t tarnish that pride he saw in your eyes. To become that hero you believed him to be, he was going to testify against them. That’s why he was killed.” 
 
    A shake of her head freed tears to stream down pale cheeks. The pain of knowing every word was truth crushed her chest, but love and loyalty forced her to deny it. “No! They were best friends. He was family. He practically raised me. He would never have gone along with it.” 
 
    Compassion softening his gaze, Max confessed gently, “He did more than go along with it, sha. Tommy Caissie was the price he paid to become one of them.” 
 
    Choking back her denial, Cee Cee rolled away from the indisputable truth of his words. Behind tightly closed eyes, a horrific slice of time replayed. Her father laughing over some silly thing she’d said, reaching across their Sunday meal as they passed a dish and shared their last smiles. A shadow of movement behind him, brief and then obliterated by an explosion of sound and a hot rain of blood, bone and tissue that blinded her. Numb days and nights passing in a blur ended by a twenty-one-gun salute. The strong hand on her shoulder, crisp uniform beneath her cheek. Soft words she clung to.  
 
    “I can’t replace him, Lottie, but if you’ll let me, I’ll be there for you as he would have been. Always.”  
 
    Always. The reasons behind his promise hardened her heart. He’d thought he could appease her by taking the place of the man he’d allowed to be killed or may have killed himself.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Throat so raw, heart so crushed, her question escaped as accusation. When silence followed, Cee Cee confronted Max with a more painful demand. “How long have you known? How long have you kept this from me?” 
 
    When he tried to cup her damp face with his palm, she flung her head back, denying that comforting gesture as her stare continued to accuse him. Instead, his hand covered hers where it pressed protectively to the curve of her middle. When she let it remain, he began, “I only learned this morning.” 
 
    Quietly, he detailed the meeting with her witness, his conversation with Cummings, and finally his visit to Dovion. 
 
    “I didn’t want to believe, knowing what he meant to you.” 
 
    Cee Cee turned her hand so their fingers could intertwine. “Ophelia told me your aunt sent her sister to kill their father. Much as I hate it, letting the public believe he killed himself is in the best interest of all. But I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    He brought her hand to his lips. “No. You don’t.” 
 
    “What are we going to do, Max?” 
 
    “Tonight, we sleep. Tomorrow we talk with those it concerns. When we have a consensus, we act. And we put an end to those who threaten us and the future of those we protect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    Byron Atcliff looked up from a check of his morning calendar and knew from Charlotte Caissie’s wide-planted stance and stony stare it was over. He wasted no time with denials or apologies. She’d accept neither. 
 
    “So,” he began, expression emotionless as if waiting for her report, “what happens now?” 
 
    Consequences weren’t on the table, not while the need for answers razored through her. Her tone slashed, a straight edge to the throat without mercy. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    Atcliff flinched at her eviscerating demand but didn’t balk. “I knew it had to be done to protect all of us, especially you. Brady arranged it. He wanted to take you out, too, but I wouldn’t allow it. You were the only true innocent in the whole mess.” 
 
    That vague admission failed to soften her features. “Why?” 
 
    “You, Lottie.” She took that punch of truth without flinching. “He wanted to live up to what he saw in your eyes when you looked at him. He was no hero. He was in as deep as I was, but when your mother left you with him, she made him promise to become what you believed him to be. He’d tried taking a stand once before. It didn’t end well.” 
 
    “With Legere kidnapping me and Mary Kate.” Her firmly set mouth twitched, but the hollow-point stare didn’t flicker. 
 
    “He was a different man after that.” His sad sigh of regret rolled through shoulders that had carried the entire department without the slightest bend. “I tried to protect you when he started to fall apart. You didn’t deserve it. He was always so proud of you.” 
 
    Dark eyes flashed. “I don’t need you to tell me that. And your sad stories don’t make you into any less of a criminal. You betrayed him and me, and everything we devoted our lives to.” 
 
    “I did.” He leaned back in his chair, calm in his acceptance of her knowledge.  
 
    “For what?” Compressed fury shuddered through her tense form. Fingers curled into palms to control the urge to shred him the way his actions had his decency. “What was your price?”  
 
    Her demand fired with unerring accuracy. He flinched upon impact. “I had a family, too, Charlotte. I had plans for our future. And I wasn’t about to let a conscience-ridden alcoholic rip that away from me.” He took a deep breath and expelled it angrily in the face of her shock and quickly hidden pain. “Someone had to take care of you and this house. He couldn’t. He didn’t. He was no hero.” 
 
    “And you are?” Her emotional demand hung between them. 
 
    Finally, he broke the tense standoff. “Yes, I am. I did what needed to be done for our city, for its survival.” 
 
    “By dealing with criminals. By allowing corruption and padding your pockets from it. Is that how the press will see you? How the courts will see you?” She gestured behind her. “How those men and women out there will see you? As a hero, just doing what had to be done?” 
 
    He inhaled, letting it out in a weary huff. “How can you make that argument, Lottie, considering what you and your partner married and the creatures you defend? You think they’d see either of you any differently than they’d see me?” 
 
    Cee Cee winced as those stinging pellets of emotional buckshot peppered her stance. But she stayed strong for all those she defended. “I have faith in our system.” 
 
    Atcliff studied her for a long moment then shook his head. “What good will it do if all their trusted defenders fall? Is it better they know the truth or continue to believe in the law? How would exposing my deeds and undercutting all my genuine accomplishments serve them?” 
 
    She fell silent, considering his arguments before stating, “You wasted that argument on Brady. I couldn’t accept it then, and I won’t now.”  
 
    He knew her well enough to know she’d stand by her answer, so he circumvented it with his own solution. 
 
    “I’ll put in for early retirement. I’ll start the paperwork today. I have some long overdue vacation time coming. I’ll take it immediately. A family emergency. I’ll also suggest fast-tracking your advancement. I’ll be out of the equation for good. This is not a bribe. It’s a solution that will protect everyone—our department, our city, and our loved ones. Is that something you can live with, Lottie?” 
 
    What he offered made a disagreeable amount of sense. The idea of him escaping justice brought acid to the back of her throat from his sucker punch to the gut. She swallowed it down. 
 
    “I don’t like lying and I don’t like playing games.” Her lips twisted into a grim parody of a smile. “But better you’re gone than to have to pretend. And in case I befall some convenient accident, I’ve already taken steps to protect my information. You don’t want to become Karen Crawford’s next interview.” 
 
    Atcliff chuckled. “I taught you well.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, “you did.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Babineau fell in step as soon as Cee Cee strode from the office. Cued by her expression, he bit back his questions until they hit water-pooled pavement swept clear of the previous night’s debris. If only her conscience could be as easily cleansed. 
 
    “You look like you want to hit someone,” Babs observed conversationally. “I’d offer to take one for the team, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t get up again.” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he followed her long-legged strides up the block, jogging across rush hour traffic to duck through huge iron gates, where they entered the quiet paths winding through St. Louis No.1. His brows lifted when she finally stopped in front of the Legere family’s ostentatious monument. She bent to remove a wilted bouquet laid before Marie Savorie’s modest plaque. Savorie, the family name. Savoie the one Jimmy had given Max to protect him from it. 
 
    Gardenias and Lilies of the Valley. Had Genevieve left them for her sister as she had once before? Death made for strange bedfellows of betrayal and regret. Cee Cee turned to sit on one of the concrete ledges as Max often had when seeking guidance, then slowly, emotionlessly, she relayed the exchange between her and Atcliff. Alain’s response summed it up neatly. 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch.” He dropped down on the other ledge. “What now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Babs.” She rubbed eyes that burned with the need for tears. “All I have is his word he’ll follow through and not try to screw me.” 
 
    “What’s that worth?” His question slashed to the heart. 
 
    “’bout as much as his loyalty to my father.” Angrily, she cast the dead flowers aside as she should have his promises.  
 
    “He’ll bring us all down with him—our families, friends, this whole city. He’s only out to save himself.” 
 
    Cee Cee closed her eyes, losing herself to the memory of the three of them in the front seat of the old squad car, her father at the wheel, his partner taking the lid off his coffee and tossing the top up onto the dash while she sat happily between them as they cruised the dark, narrow streets. Her streets. Byron Atcliff’s smile as he looked from the scribbled schoolwork on his lap to beam at her with pride. He was right, damn him. He’d been her father figure, he and Devlin Dovion, while her own drown himself in a bottle of loss and shame. 
 
    Babineau said nothing.  
 
    She knew her partner. The cruel joke of Warren Brady’s death snatching away the chance for cleansing justice had hit Babineau hard. Hell, it damned near crippled both of their beliefs in the system. But they’d sucked it up as they always did so they could continue to make that difference the citizens of New Orleans depended upon. People like DeShawn Collette and Kinesha Jones. They needed to know someone stood for them and their right to pursue their dreams. She’d wanted to be that someone ever since viewing those dark, busy, sometimes deadly streets of the city she loved between symbols of that admired justice. 
 
    Figureheads had sometimes failed her, as had justice, but the city, so filled with sin and corruption, still held her heart and soul and loyalty. And she couldn’t let it down. 
 
    When they returned to the precinct, she announced her plan to visit the Coulette family personally with the news the immediate threat was gone. DeShawn could return to his dreams. 
 
    Babineau waited until Charlotte’s bright orange Camaro wheeled away. He started to reenter the district station house but couldn’t force himself to cross its threshold. Not until he did something to equalize the dangerous tip of justice toward those who abused it. Maybe that would quiet the rage howling through his soul. 
 
    “Not again. They can’t get away with it again.” 
 
    Before reason could best his fury, Babineau pulled out his burner phone. Heart hammering, conscience screaming just as loud, he fought the urge to disconnect. And then it was too late. 
 
    “Carmen Blutafino. Who’s this? How’d you get this number?” 
 
    Voice low, barely a whisper, Detective Alain Babineau advised, “Shut up and listen.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Clock ticking, Byron Atcliff pushed through all the necessary paperwork. The emergency was real, but the circumstances invented. Citing the need for an urgent visit to his bedridden mother-in-law along with professional and personal stresses from the Brady case, his two-week vacation officially began at the end of shift. He’d surprised his family with last minute and horrendously expensive tickets to California so his daughter could check out several college choices, then while their children visited with her parents, he and his wife would enjoy the Napa Valley tour she’d always dreamed of. They’d already flown out from Louis Armstrong. He’d follow in the morning. After he’d concluded other matters. 
 
    One of those matters demanded attention after he clocked out, leaving his desk, his workload and finally his aspirations . . . for the moment. 
 
    He’d gotten little resistance as he floated his promotion request for Charlotte Caissie. Powers That Be agreed with his assessment of her as a qualified team player who would quiet the clamor for gender equality in the higher ranks. Having her off the streets and away from direct investigations would give him leeway to continue his plans, with minor adjustments.  
 
    Detective Alain Babineau was a problem. He’d been impossible to shake from the Brady investigation for reasons that could bite Atcliff in the ass. Precipitating his request for a meet with someone who could make that problem go away.  
 
    He’d bury all his dirty laundry while Charlotte headed toward the promotion that would bind her with obligation. Then, when he returned to work, instead of putting in for retirement, he’d be sitting back, fat, rested and sassy in his own desk chair, two fewer problems to worry about. He had it on good authority that another would disappear tonight. 
 
    Tomorrow was going to be a bright new day. 
 
    After putting his final stamp on the Brady matter with a shake of his head and a muttered, “Warren, you greedy fool,” Atcliff tidied his desk and turned out his light, anxious for the meeting to come. Then he could set his troubles aside and enjoy his family. Something Tommy Caissie should have done. 
 
    An expensive black car with impenetrable windows was discretely waiting for him on a shadowed side street. He stepped into the large backseat and settled next to a smiling Carmen Blutafino who took up most of the space with his double-breasted, maroon-clad bulk. Two of the thug’s men filled the front seat with expensively garbed muscle.  
 
    As the vehicle glided away from the curb, Manny got to business. “You look smug, Byron, for someone desperate enough to ask me for a date.” 
 
    “There’s a matter that needs your usual finesse.” 
 
    A chuckle. “If it’s the ever-bothersome Detective Cassie, I’ll have to decline. I’ve no desire to tangle with her beast of a husband or any of his particularly brutal companions.” 
 
    “Not her,” Atcliff specified rather tightly. “Her partner.” 
 
    “Detective Babineau? Almost as satisfying after his little charade under my nose. What’s he done to twist your panties in a knot?” 
 
    “The Brady matter. He’s not going to let it go so, unfortunately, I’ll have to let him go.” 
 
    Carmen nodded. “Sometimes you gotta cut ties to even the most beneficial associations once they become a liability. We can’t afford to be sentimental in our business. It’s not personal. Trust. That’s the only thing that holds relationships together.” A pause then a regretful sigh. “You really shouldn’t have stolen my file from Savoie’s office, Byron.” 
 
    As Blutafino turned away to look out the side window, the passenger in front leveled his silenced gun over the seat back.  
 
    A soft blatt of sound cut off Atcliff’s surprised gasp as Manny concluded, “Just business.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The Terriots met mid-morning, before Cheveux du Chien opened for business, gathering at a cluster of tables with their mates, all but Turow and Sylvia, and Kendra who’d been under the weather, to get out and do something normal together as a family. Jacques supplied a hardy brunch of eggs, boudin, and grits with chicory coffee strong enough to permanently affix eyes wide.  
 
    Kip Terriot had come alone, supporting Ophelia’s decision to spend time with the children at the Babineau’s to escape the eyes of the press. Though no one here blamed her, she’d felt her absence would free up conversation. How he loved her for that thoughtful sacrifice. When had belonging to their family begun to exact such a devastating cost? 
 
    The news of Lee’s death by his own cowardly hand had put the young prince’s heart and mind at odds. Lee had been weak, easily led toward darkness, but there were his mate and daughters to consider. He’d already channeled funds from the windfall they’d recovered into an account that would see them comfortably taken care of, but that didn’t ease the heaviness of conscience. He still brooded over it as a female voice intruded. 
 
    “Need something stronger than that coffee?” 
 
    Kip glanced up at the curvaceous waitress with dyed blonde dreads who’d just begun her early shift to see to their group. He smiled politely out of habit, saying, “No. Thank you,” as he leaned back so she could reach across him to gather empty plates and cups. When her tray wobbled dangerously from the added weight, he provided a supportive hand. Their eyes met. And held. 
 
    She looked away first with a rushed, “Thanks,” then using both hands, stabilized her burden and headed back to the bar. Kip stared after her. Frowning slightly, he turned attention back to the table, not sure what stirred the tightness in his gut. Then his gaze brushed Mia Guedry.  
 
    Features bleached of color, she stared away from their group, wide dark eyes following the same path his had. Colin, who was in an animated discussion with Cale, didn’t notice until her fingers bit into his thigh. 
 
    “Hey. Hey! You okay?” 
 
    She gave no sign of having heard him, her respirations pumping fast and shallow. 
 
    “Mia?” Colin caught her as she swayed. 
 
    By then, Kip was out of his chair, circling to crouch next to hers. Taking up her other cold hand, he squeezed tight to command her attention. 
 
    “You recognized her, too.” 
 
    Her focus gathered at that claim, breaths deepening. “I don’t know. Something . . . something about her.”  
 
    “She’s favoring her arm,” Kip stated. “My little brother put a bullet into the same one of our Baton Rouge intruder. We made eye contact. That look. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    Mia trembled, but her voice was strong. “It’s her, isn’t it? She’s the one who pretended to be me.” 
 
    Colin’s expression hardened with the quiet purpose it always assumed before battle. He spoke Mia’s name to bring her gaze up to his. “Are you sure?” At her brief nod, he turned to Kip. “Stay with her.” 
 
    Kip gripped his arm. “Don’t underestimate her.” 
 
    A fierce flash of teeth. “Not likely.” 
 
    Jacques LaRoche was coming out of the stock room as Colin strode rapidly up to the bar. Noting his lowered brows, the club owner looked to the unattended tables and back. “Sorry. I was just looking for her. Is there something I can get you?” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Frannie?” Jacques scowled at the curt tone, having no great love for the unpredictable Terriot. “She was just here. Thought she went into the back.” 
 
    Colin vaulted the bar, striding past the startled owner without a glance.  
 
    Jacques shook off his surprise, temper surging along with concern for his employee. He stalked after the huge trespasser, pausing as Terriot did, inside the unoccupied storage room, following his focus to the delivery door leading out into the side alley. It was ajar. “What the—?” 
 
    Colin sprinted to it, stepping outside to survey the area. Head tipping, he took in the scents around him. Nothing. Too late. She was gone. Turning back, his features formidable, he demanded, “Where did she go?” 
 
    Jacques shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe an emergency.” 
 
    Colin’s long strides brought them face-to-face in an instant. “Is there a cold cellar underneath the building?” Ignoring the puzzled look, the big Terriot followed Jacques’ gesture to a barely noticeable door. 
 
    “We keep the good stuff down there. I’ll have to get the key.” The bar owner broke off, alarm spiking when he saw the broken hasp. He followed Colin down the narrow flight of stairs to a small, windowless room, shivering at the chill as he took quick stock of the inventory. The wine and liquor shelves seemed undisturbed. Colin paid them no mind, striding purposefully to a large crate that had contained CdC’s holiday shipment of local ales. The hasp securing its contents was open, a heavy padlock lay beside it. 
 
    Colin lifted the lid, chest tightening. This was where his mate’s consciousness had been imprisoned in darkness and fear inside a stranger’s body while whoever that waitress bitch really was walked about in hers. In this small, dank space right under their very noses. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    He faced LaRoche, the other male taking a quick step back at the sight of his features. “What do you know about her?” 
 
     “Frannie?” Broad shoulders shrugged. “’bout as much as I know about anyone who works behind my bar. She shows up on time, doesn’t dip into the till, and the customers like her.” 
 
    “No references?” 
 
    “For this job? Just verbal. I’m lucky to find anyone for what I pay. Was down a server, and she showed up lookin’ for work. Wasn’t about to be picky. What’s she done?” 
 
    Colin skipped over his question, too busy with his own. “She been here every night?” 
 
    Jacques frowned, worry lines crowding his broad brow. “She’s been taking some time off. Hurt her shoulder carrying some heavy stock . . . down here.” 
 
    “She tell you that in person?” 
 
    “She called in. What’re you getting at?” 
 
    “She was here, at least her body was, in that box while she was walking around in my mate!” 
 
    Jacques stared at him as if he’d gone insane. But there was no madness in the hard, green eyes, just fury. “What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “Later. Where would she go? Where does she live? I need an address. Now!” 
 
    A search of Fran’s by-the-week room provided no answers. Two changes of freshly laundered basics she wore to work, a bed not slept in, bathroom empty of products beyond soap and off-brand shampoo, neither used. No toiletries or makeup that might contain traces of the owner’s identity. A room not lived in. 
 
    So, where did she keep her belongings? Where had she gone to have her wound tended? Where was she hiding from the questions they needed answered?  
 
    – – – 
 
    Michael Furness moved through the quiet nave immersed in the everyday motions of the role he falsely maintained. A man of God. The spiritual leader of his flock. Hypocrisy weighed upon his shoulders like the burden the true Martyr had carried on the way to a symbolic sacrifice. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    Low words whispered from deep shadow came as no surprise.  
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “we do.” 
 
    Max Savoie followed him through the silent annex, his inevitable presence bringing relief rather than alarm. He’d no intention of resisting the long overdue reckoning. The wages of sin. At the soft click of the door behind them, Max got right to business. 
 
    “It’s time.” Those two words embraced their future in grim finality. “Where is she?” 
 
    The priest sighed, sinking into his worn chair, so ready for all this to end yet dreading the obvious conclusion. “I don’t know. She doesn’t trust me with her safety.” A low chuckle. “A wise decision, considering.” 
 
    “Then bring her here so we can end this. No more innocents die on my behalf. Before our streets and docks run red, we need to come to an accord.” 
 
    Studying the proud, unbent figure before his desk, Furness proceeded carefully. “You know what she plans to do. Those who won’t bow will be crushed.” 
 
    “They already have been.” Emotion flickered, a dull flame behind unblinking eyes. “We’re a conquered people. She’s broken the back of our resistance. I’m here to discuss terms.” 
 
    “Terms?” Once Furness conquered his shock, he choked on a bitter laugh of experience. “She’ll give no terms.” 
 
    “Bondage is better than extermination. A lesson I learned very young. The Terriots are suppressed. Guedry fled the city to negotiate for the safety of his own clan. My only concern is for the survival of our next generation. You saved them from the horrors of your kind, sheltering them, hiding them, preparing them. Charlotte, Mary Kate, Nica. I need your promise that you’ll continue to advocate for them within those robes, within these walls. If you make that promise, I’ll surrender myself to my aunt in exchange for their protection.” 
 
    “And you believe she’d honor any deal she makes?”  
 
    A heavy truth weighted those broad shoulders. “I’ve no choice. I can’t let them die as the city burns.” 
 
    Furness studied him, seeing only what Max would allow, which was damned little. Decades of weariness etched the stoic expression, bending his posture into necessary submission rather than defeat. 
 
    “Are you sure, Max? She could destroy them all just to spite you. There is nothing kind or noble in her.” 
 
    “I know what she is. Call her.” 
 
    Furness hesitated. Max wasn’t above humbling himself for the sake of others, but could this unexpected and risky capitulation have another purpose? One that could harm the tyrant he’d once loved, destroying the rigid hierarchy he’d thought to hide himself within in to save himself? For what? Certainly not the benefit of others. 
 
    After a moment of troubled reflection, the pseudo-priest nodded. “Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Not here. Others could be harmed. Tell her where I can say good-bye to my past. She’ll know.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When the sun sets. I need time to say my good-byes.” 
 
    “Max, she’s going to kill you . . . or worse.” 
 
    A sketch of a smile. “Watch over them, Michael. Be their good shepherd.” Max put out his hand. 
 
    Emotions taking a bittersweet twist, Michael Furness clasped it firmly. “I’ll do what I can.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Ophelia Brady entered the Garden District house that had never been a home, there to attend one last familial obligation. Her father’s body would be released that afternoon, leaving her the official duty of arranging for a funeral. Something small, private, no notice, no fanfare. No press or gawkers. She’d come for his spare uniform to drop off at the mortuary along with the proper forms and payments. No obituary, no service, just name and dates of birth and death on the stone next to the woman who wasn’t her mother. 
 
    Would anything have changed if they’d had that one last chance to talk? Her conscience ached with that question. Whether his summons was for further condemnation or impossible reparations, it no longer mattered. When she locked the door behind her, after she’d discharged her duties, she’d leave all that in favor of her new life, her new family. 
 
    Except for one loose end. 
 
    “Hello, PhePhe.” 
 
    Olivia sat on the foot of the stairs in the same spot Ophelia had spoken to the police. None of the glam clothes and frivolous airs. She looked . . . tired. Lost. And whatever this new ploy, it wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Phe expected to feel anger, but it was apathy that surfaced as she stepped past the slumped form and began to climb. “I don’t have time for your games today, Liv. I’ve got a father to bury.” 
 
    “Yes. My father. The great man. Left for worm food with no one to mourn him, just as I’ll be some day.” 
 
    Phe paused and sighed, reluctantly drawn in. “You know that’s not true. Why do you say such things?” 
 
    “Because the only one who’s ever loved me is walking away from me right now.” A moment’s silence then a quiet, “I did it for you, not her. For you and Chris.”  
 
    A shiver ran from head to toe, an icy trickle of truth. She recalled her three-card draw that morning: The Sun reflecting a past of optimism, relationship growth, family, children and happiness, all of which she’d found; the Eight of Swords her present, a grim tableau of forced obligation and relationship road blocks right here before her; and, a future in the Seven of Swords with its warning to be vigilant and protect home, possessions and relationships. A dark circle Olivia was forcing to fruition. Before she could turn in frustration and grief, another warning followed. 
 
    “He’d never have let you be happy. Neither will she. Be careful, Phe. She’s made plans to see all of you dead. Starting with your new king. Soon.” 
 
    Squeezing her eyes shut, Phe swayed on the steps, struggling not to respond. Finally, she breathed deep and slowly turned. “And still, you stay with that monster. Knowing these things.” 
 
    “Only because I have nowhere else to go. No place I feel . . . safe with who I am.”  
 
    “My family could have been killed!” 
 
    Shoulders hunched beneath the blow those words struck, Olivia continued in the same lifeless monotone. “If I’d known, I’d have warned you. That demon bitch must have followed me when I visited, so guess it’s my fault. It’s always my fault. I led her there. But I had to see you, to know that you were happy, that he makes you happy.” A wavering smile. “He does. And I’m glad. I’d never have let you, Chris or his family be harmed. You have to believe that.” 
 
    “Believe? I’m so far past believing anything you have to say. Why would you think an apology makes you blameless?” 
 
    “How about this instead?” She extended her hand, fingers unfurling to reveal a hotel pass card. “Give this to Chris’s brother, the big, pretty one. That’s where he can find justice for his mate.” As Phe cautiously took the key card, Olivia warned, “Whatever my . . . my mother is planning, it’s happening soon. And no one will be spared. Unless one of you stops her.” She stood, eyes lowered, voice weary. “Good-bye, Phe. See to our father then see to you and yours. Get the hell out of this city while you can.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Cale stepped into the back lot of CdC where he’d parked his bike, the family party officially, dramatically, over. As he straddled the seat, his cell pinged, alerting him to a message from an unknown caller. It was mysterious and brief, citing a cargo dock number, urging ASAP. Tibideaux requesting a private meet? Or perhaps one of his undercover workers with sensitive information. 
 
    Or something else. 
 
    Familiar with the area from his time spent unloading freighters in the guise of Mick Terry, he rode down to the wharf. Stevedores pointing him in the right direction, he began searching the maze of stacked containers for the right combination of numbers until he found himself in a dead-end metal canyon. Cutting his motorcycle in a tight cycle, he braked as a group of at least a dozen males approached, blocking the exit with a wall of muscled bodies. Flame tattoos on bared forearms identified them as Patrol members. Cale swung off the bike, about to call out to them when their stances widened and their eyes glowed red. 
 
    With quick, bold movements, Cale stripped off his shirt so they’d see who they were dealing with, displaying those violently earned scars and proud tattoos as a resume of his life in the House. The glare of midday sun detailed the brutal swell of muscle and sparked a cool fire of determination in his unblinking stare.  
 
    They came at him with barely a whisper.  
 
    How well they’d been trained, these infiltrators in their midst. His brother Rico’s doing? Proud of them even as he drew a wicked knife from his boot. Pleased when they hesitated for a long moment. 
 
    Cale smiled, sharp teeth flashing as he drawled, “Take me, you traitorous sons-of-bitches. But I’m not gonna make it easy for you.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    A hard shove propelled Cale into the lofty second room of a mid-town hotel suite. He stumbled and fell to hands and knees on the plush carpet, blood soaking warm and wet through his shirt from his many wounds, running from torn scalp to cloud his vision. He hadn’t been blindfolded so him knowing where they were apparently presented no problem. Because they didn’t plan for him to live long enough to tell anyone.  
 
    His pulse shuddered as polished shoes stepped into view. Hand-made Italian. A lifetime of acidic terror flooded his throat as memories he couldn’t swallow choked him. Of Bram the Beast. His father.  
 
    Be like stone.  
 
    Those words from childhood flooded his mind as one of the shiny shoes lifted, making every muscle contract in expectation of his rage. That smooth sole fit to the back of his neck, heel exerting pressure, forcing tensed arms to finally fold until he was prostrate on the rug. 
 
    “Give me a reason to let you live.” 
 
    It took a moment for enough spit to form to allow words that were subdued but steady. “You’ll want to know why I’m here.” 
 
    A pause as Bram considered that. “I assumed it was involuntarily.” 
 
    “You’d be wrong. Those pieces of shit couldn’t get me on my knees unless I wanted to be there.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Cale closed his eyes, steadying the rasp of his breathing, hoping curiosity would outweigh a famous eruption of temper and a very final retribution. Bram’s chuckle surprised the hell out of him, providing both hope and a soul-clutching dread. His father’s amusement didn’t often lead to mercy. 
 
    “I’m listening. What do you want, Cale, that’s worth your traitorous life?” 
 
    “My family’s survival. End this, my king, without further bloodshed. Take my life and spare theirs.” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? I already have one without the other?” 
 
    “Because my brothers, excluding this one who isn’t worth a damn,” he paused for emphasis to make sure Stephen Terriot, who’d supervised his capture, registered his disgust, “carry your blood and strength and the future of our clan.” 
 
    “Conspirators who’d cage me and let me rot.” Pressure increased, grinding Cale’s cheek into the wool fibers. 
 
    “No, my king. Not traitors to you. You exist because that was their condition.” 
 
    A lengthy pause then a suspicious, “All of them?” 
 
    “Yes, my king. They insisted your behavior was from the poisons Martine gave you. They wanted you to get well. I convinced them to follow me, to deal with New Orleans and Memphis. And it’s torn our proud and powerful family in half, made us weak and afraid. I’m here to ask . . . to beg you to make it whole and strong again. Don’t think for a second,” he growled, “that that one,” he glared again at his treacherous half-sibling, “could have brought me here alive unless it was my wish to meet with you.” 
 
    Fateful seconds ticked by as Bram considered his words, nudging at them cautiously. Finally, the pressure of that expensive stitched sole lessened, allowing Cale to ease up onto his knees while head stayed bowed and shoulders slumped in humility. A moment his father savored as a balm to his fury. 
 
    “Why should I believe you, boy?” 
 
    He took a steadying breath. “Kendra. Nothing means more to me than her survival. And that of our child. Let them live. Let my brothers and their families live, and I’ll make any concessions you want. Without me, they’ll turn to you, as they should, and you can take our family back to their place of respect and pride.” 
 
    “Look at me.”  A long moment passed, Cale remaining unmoved. “Look at me!” 
 
    Cale’s wary gaze lifted, his posture still tense, prepared for the mottling of Bram Terriot’s infamous rage. But this wasn’t the crazed, deathly-ill tyrant he’d had imprisoned. Here was the feared and respected king of their clan. Strong, confident, a larger than life red-headed mountain of a male fueled by pride and greed and fury. What he, himself, might have become if not for the sweet kiss from a childhood dream.  
 
    Deadly as a hypnotic cobra as a grim smile spread, his father demanded, “What do you know of pride, boy? You bent a knee to Savoie and Guedry. You tore our clan apart and here you are, begging for me to clean up your mess.” 
 
    Vision skewed by the truth of that claim, Cale whispered, “I am.” A long, meaningful pause, building toward that final capitulation. “Please, my king. I beg you, show them mercy.” 
 
    “But none for yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t deserve it. Our mates carry the future of our people.” This was the point he had to sell to his last breath. “You’ll need their numbers to increase those we’ve lost. Especially now.” 
 
    Silence, then that rough chuckle that eerily echoed his own. “I don’t need them, boy. All I need to do is step back, then claim my reward.” 
 
    Mouth going slack, he fought to find words. “What reward is worth their blood?” 
 
    “Power.” Bram savored that single word. “Those from the North wasted their trust on Guedry promises. They’ll have no reason to doubt mine once I cleanse our clan of its defectors and crush those in opposition.” 
 
    Breathless with dread, Cale whispered, “You’d sell out our kind to serve those monsters?” 
 
    “Not to serve, to join. They mean to use New Orleans to reeducate or rid themselves of those who’ve opposed them. We will stand on those walls of progress to assure that vision is successful. We’ll be the muscled arms of their intentions now that Guedry has betrayed his weakness. I’ll show none. And my first act to prove it will be the very public execution of all those who stood against me. The name Terriot will be reborn in their blood. Your blood.” 
 
    Cale’s tortured gaze lifted. “You’d kill your children and their unborn?” 
 
    “And sleep like a baby. It won’t be the first time I’ve cleansed with fire. It’s the only way to purify. Time to finish what I started at our compound.” Bram savored the flash of horror on his son’s face. “I’ll let you think on that while your life drains out at my feet. Because you’re right, they’ll crumble once you’re gone. My people,” a harsh laugh, “are sheep, easily deceived, easily led. They’ll follow once I devour all who’ve betrayed me, leaving your precious Kendra for the last tasty bite.” 
 
    Slowly, the gloating king’s pleasure faded.   
 
    Instead of expressing horror and begging for a stay of those terrible plans, Cale’s lips quirked then slowly curved into his fierce smile. “I think we have enough to make our case.” 
 
    Those odd words sent a shock of warning to scatter the old king’s confidence. 
 
    Silent as an avenging spirit, Turow Terriot stepped through the doorway behind Stephen. Before his brother could draw a startled breath, it was too late for it to be his last as the flash of Row’s blade nearly took off his head. 
 
    “For Sylvia,” Turow declared softly into Stephen’s ear. “No one harms those I love and lives to boast of it . . . especially not to me.” After wiping his blade clean on Stephen’s jacket, he let the shell of his brother fall. Stoic stare never leaving their father, Row addressed Cale. “Thank you, my king, for allowing me that privilege.”  
 
    “What is this?” Bram demanded, outraged and not yet afraid. 
 
    Cale showed his teeth. “I needed your men at the docks to bring me here. But they weren’t all loyal to you.”  
 
    “The traitors have been taken care of.” Row put down a hand to his leader, hoisting him from his knees as he nodded toward their father. “What do we do with him? Back to his comfortable jail until he finds someone else to free him?” 
 
    “No.” Another strong voice spoke from the doorway behind Row. As he stepped aside to give their youngest sibling room to join them, Kip addressed Bram with a fierce growl. “You killed my mother.” 
 
    Without a flinch, Bram sneered. “She should have kept her legs together around that weak blood, boy.” Head snapping back from the flash of a stunningly hard blow, he laughed, wiping at his lip. “Finally. Perhaps you’ll be a worthy Terriot yet. Is it your plan to kill me, pup? Have you finally found a spine?” 
 
    “You plotted to murder those who once looked up to you!” 
 
    “Once,” Bram growled, narrowed eyes flashing. “Then they turned to him,” he jerked his head toward Cale, “the runt of the litter who dares stand in my place. How did that turn out for them? For her?” 
 
    That last drawling insult brought a flame of retribution into Kip’s cheeks. Though fury quaked through his tall form, he held fast to his composure as he looked to his brother. “He can’t be allowed to live.” 
 
    Cale vowed, “He won’t.” 
 
    Bram’s laugh boomed. “And you’re going to handle that, weak little boy king? Or will you give that pleasure to this child, if he can find the stomach to finally act like a prince? Who among you groveling curs has ever had the courage to stand up to me? Who?”  
 
    Cale ignored those slurs to regard his youngest brother. “Kip, he’s taken the most from you. It’s your right. If you don’t take it, I will. He ends here, now.” 
 
    The youngest prince considered the weight of that offer, his opportunity to stand strong before those he’d failed in the past with his hesitation, his chance to redeem those weaknesses with one swift act. But instead he replied, “No. I have what I came for.” He lifted the phone that had recorded their father’s damning words. “When they hear this, our people will know they were never his priority.” As Bram sneered at his supposed softness, he added, “I’ll give that honor to one more deserving. His information led us to Lee and helped expose those who’d used our father against us. He helped bait this trap.” 
 
    Bram’s smirk froze as a familiar figure entered the room. 
 
    Joseph Fraser’s glare ripped through Bram Terriot the way the tyrant had torn his own father’s life from him. Hatred threatened, but he overcame it to speak respectful words to Cale, his nephew’s brother, their king.  
 
    “I’ve done you and your family an unforgivable wrong. I believed those who said my father would find no justice until I destroyed everything Terriot. I was a fool. My father lives on in this boy,” Fraser continued proudly, his hand pressing Kip’s shoulder, “and in his brothers and sisters. You protected them when I thought only of myself. You can lift this clan from the stain of Bram the Beast. But my pain, my family’s pain, can only be cleansed in his blood. I’ve no right to expect mercy. But I beg you, my king, don’t deny me the right to avenge my family.” 
 
    Cale nodded toward their father, expression hardening. “He breathes his last in the next minutes. We’ll sink him in the bayou and let vermin consume his soul without release. He has no place amongst our ancestors.” He toed Stephen’s still form. “Neither of them does.” 
 
    “My son, you don’t mean that.” Bram paled, alarmed by the thought of a mortal end without redemption. But the clan’s new king never wavered, not in harsh stare or strong words.  
 
    “I’ll show you the same compassion you’ve taught us with every blow from your hand, with every act of cruelty you’ve shown others without a thought to their suffering. You end here, now. Let it be by the Fraser family’s hand so those they’ve lost can rest in peace.” He nodded to Joe, declaration rumbling.  
 
    “Send him to hell with my blessing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    In the middle of a surprisingly warm early afternoon, Max purposefully made their meeting very public, brunch at the crowded Court of the Two Sisters. A fitting place considering its depth of history, one as filled with promise and despair and resurrection as their own.  
 
    As he seated his mate at one of the iron café tables beneath trees, sky and small swooping birds seeking crumbs from buffet plates, his hands lingered on the strong set of her shoulders. Bending low, cheek pressing the modest wave of once aggressively spiked, black hair, he breathed her in, savoring the unique blend of Voodoo Love and her own irresistible pheromones, made that much more potent by the link they’d made between them. Possessive desire stirred, as strong as the Mississippi’s current, as suddenly fragile as their future dreams. His. Forever and always.  
 
    As her palm fit to the rugged terrain of his face, fingertips charting the familiar ridge of cheekbone, ear and the curl of dark hair behind it, he forced himself to straighten before she intuited his tension. Assuming the spot across from her, he smiled as their chatty server provided coffee for him and water for both. 
 
    A shadow of sadness and uncertainty crossed Charlotte’s features once they were alone. Their selections from the elaborate buffet inside remained untouched. Max pushed his own worries aside to reach for her hand. She clung, not for rescue but for the support effortlessly provided.  
 
    “What is it, sha?” 
 
    “I called Atcliff out.” 
 
    Max listened without reaction as she detailed the conversation then replied, “Trust your instincts, Detective. They’ve only failed you once.” 
 
    Red lips pursed reluctantly. “Yeah? When was that exactly?” 
 
    “That time we stood on Jimmy’s porch and I asked who was on your boot heel. You saw danger instead of safety.” 
 
    An unladylike snort. “I saw what you wanted me to see. A challenge I couldn’t resist once I realized you’d saved our lives at the risk of your own.” 
 
    “But you, sha,” he countered quietly, “rescued my soul.” 
 
    As she fell into the intensity of his gaze, small frown lines furrowed her brow. Before he could second guess her mood, Cee Cee turned to her brunch selections of thick turtle soup, chicken and andouille gumbo, sweet potato salad, catfish roulade and fresh fruit, skipping over each of those rich offerings after a taste to pick at the colorful slice of King Cake with her fingers. Max remained silent, allowing her to regroup before gently returning to the emotional issue. 
 
    “Can you trust him to stand by what he says he’ll do? Will he walk away and stay away, or is he throwing smoke to give himself more time to secure what he has?” 
 
    “I wish I knew. Part of me wants to believe he’s still the hero a little girl looked up to.” A bitter laugh. “The way I looked up to my father.” 
 
    “Your father was a hero, Charlotte.” His unlikely argument had her blinking up at him in doubtful surprise until he explained, “He chose the hard road when the easy one was laid out in front of him. The same way you always have. And you’ll be the same kind of example for our daughter to follow.” 
 
    She’d started to smile then winced sharply. 
 
    “Charlotte?”  
 
    She gripped his hand, pulling him halfway across the table to fit his palm to the side of her belly. At his puzzled look, she smiled mysteriously and whispered, “Wait for it.” 
 
    He jumped in surprise as a ripple stirred beneath the silky fabric of her boldly patterned black-and-red top. He waited in suspended-breath amazement for the next subtle wave then grinned wide. Their child, like her mother, wasn’t one to remain silent. 
 
    Glistening dark eyes met his. “We’ve got a fighter.” She twitched and let out a shaky breath. “And she packs quite the punch.” Brows quirked at Max’s expression. “What?” 
 
    “I think she was giving you your answer.” His long fingers laced tight between hers, forming a gentle fist. “Be a fighter. Do the right thing, for the city and for her. You need to be inside the department. Take his deal, with prejudice. See it for what it might be, just a way to get around you. But you’re smart and will always be one step ahead to hold him to his promises.” 
 
    “I love you, Savoie.”  
 
    “Good.” He kissed her knuckles then released her to address his Duck à l’Orange. A smile slipped free as she finally took up her fork with enthusiasm. Because he could put it off no longer, he said, “I might be late tonight. An unexpected opportunity has come up at work.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you more in the morning. No use getting hopes up prematurely.” Until after he played out his cautious hand.  
 
    Cop’s eyes narrowed. “What are you up to, Max?” 
 
    “I won’t be breaking any laws, Detective. My word on it. So, can I finish this nice lunch with the irresistible mother of my child, or do you want to interrogate me?” 
 
    After a fierce examination, she proposed, “Food first. I’ll have the handcuffs ready later.” 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less.” 
 
    Max observed as she enjoyed her meal, imprinting every line of her face, every inflection of her voice upon his heart, knowing he might never enjoy this perfect Heaven again.  
 
    But they would have it, his wife, his child, his people. That well-deserved future would be theirs. 
 
    Pushing away from her buffet plate, Cee Cee groaned. “I want to put my feet up and sleep the afternoon away.” 
 
    He provided a tender smile. “Do not tease me with that image, or neither of us will get any work done.” 
 
    Cee Cee was about to suggest a hedonistic trip back to the Towers as he stood to pull out her chair, but negated that suggestion. “Work it is.” 
 
     Max’s cell rang. With a regretful glance at the screen, he grumbled, “I have to take this. Have a good afternoon, Wife.” Brushing his lips against her cheek as she used his solid shoulder to gain unsteady feet, he smiled then turned his attention to the caller. 
 
    Cee Cee sighed. Back to their separate lives. 
 
    She wound her way through the endless loops of the buffet line and the dark interior of the restaurant, now standing room only, grateful to suck a deep breath when back in the sunlight again. Distracted by thoughts of the afternoon delight that might have been, she began a slow walk back toward the District office, a wave of tourists practically carrying her across the first intersection.  
 
    Just as she reached the broken curb, a vehicle swerved into the crosswalk, incurring shouts from alarmed pedestrians. The rear door flew open, a large figure reached out, and Charlotte Caissie disappeared inside.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Max waited until after Cee Cee was out of sight before he turned his attention to his call. 
 
    The low purr of his aunt’s voice sucked the oxygen from his lungs, replacing it with fire. “Michael tells me you want to talk.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do. Your games are getting too dangerous for those around me. I want them to stop.” 
 
    “You know what I want.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    He could hear her harsh inhale at that bold drawl and allowed a slight smile. Their stalemate was wearing on her, too. 
 
    “Your father’s letters,” she bit out. 
 
    “All this,” he drawled, “for an old love letter to your sister?” 
 
    “And the one he wrote to you,” she snapped. “You have them?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Bring them with you.” A distracted pause then her low, vile chuckle. “I just picked up something you’ll want to exchange for them.” 
 
    Charlotte! 
 
    “Where is she?” Aware of startled looks from those around him, he lowered his voice to a soft growl. “If you’ve harmed her—” 
 
    “She’ll be close by. A bit of insurance to make sure you don’t break the rules. Perhaps you’ll be able to take her home with you, a happy family once more. That’s up to you and whether or not you behave. Sunset. Don’t be late. Or foolish. Come alone.” 
 
    The connection ended before he could ask for an explanation. 
 
    Heart battering against his ribs, Max cued his mate’s phone. Nothing. Not even voice mail. After running outside to anxiously scan the street, not seeing her confident figure striding through the crowds, he rang Babineau who advised he hadn’t heard from her and promised to see she called him back. Max knew she wouldn’t. 
 
    The bitch had her. 
 
    He’d had one job, just one—to keep the love of his life safe. That he might not have a chance to apologize for his miscalculation ate through him like paint remover, stripping away the glossy surface he’d spread with best intentions to leave a raw truth. He’d failed her. Failed them. And he had one slim chance to make that right. 
 
    Hope battled dread as his cell chimed again. He snatched it up with a curt, “Savoie.” 
 
    A beat of silence, then Philo Tibideaux’s wry, “Am I interrupting sumpthin’?” 
 
    “What is it?” Max snapped, striding through the crowd. A path cleared as if his mood created a negative energy force field. 
 
    “Seeing how we’re almost family, I told the Terriots I’d fill you in on today’s doings.” And before Max could protest that he had enough issues of his own at moment, he led with a sucker punch. “The Terriot king is dead.” 
 
    Jerking as if he’d stepped on a live rail, Max blurted, “Cale? How?” 
 
    “No, no. The crazy one. Bram.” 
 
    As Max restarted his circulatory system with a gulping breath, Philo rattled off his and Rico’s plan to integrate new Terriot recruits into the Patrol with the old king’s spies where they’d discovered Bram’s trap in time to foil it. Permanently. When he’d finished, Tibideaux waited for the expected congratulations . . . or at least a grunt of acknowledgment at their success, then growled, “Well, there. Now ya know. I’ll letcha get back to . . . whatever.” 
 
    Max’s thoughts began to clear, growing still and sharp again.  
 
    Like family . . . 
 
    “I need your help.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    With Tibideaux on his way to the River Road house, Max went up to the bedroom he dreaded entering. Because she wasn’t there and might not return to bring color and joy and meaning back into his once black-and-white life.  
 
    He passed on a shower, fearing to lose the scent he might never inhale again that still lingered on his skin. Changing into more practical clothing, he pushed emotions away with the strength from a lifetime of lessons learned. Then reached into the closet where he and his mate kept all their secrets and drew out two envelopes. The first, addressed to his mother over twenty years ago, had spoken of the fatalistic love and unfulfilled dreams of Rollo Moytes and Marie Savorie that had nearly destroyed two powerful clans. The second, stiff and yellowed with age, the one addressed to him that he hadn’t had the courage to open, he carried to the edge of the big, lonely bed where he sat to finally read it. Its seal gave easily. He withdrew the single sheet written in a script he recognized from the first.  
 
    This message was to him, the son Rollo hadn’t known he’d conceived when Marie fled his determined pursuit. By the time he’d found the home she’d made for herself and her child, Max had been rescued from the swamps by those who’d inadvertently . . . or perhaps, he finally admitted to himself, purposefully killed his mother. The kindly neighbor who’d lived across the dirt road from reclusive mother and child had held the letters in trust for the boy who’d become a man in search of his past. A past Max now had to visit again to save his future. 
 
    He opened the brittle paper and began to read.  
 
    – – – 
 
    A robin’s egg-blue BMW parked at the front steps. Tibideaux met Max’s frown with a careless smile and a glib, “I brought reinforcements.” 
 
    Philo, Cale and Rico waited in motionless silence as Max traveled the length of the long front porch and back. The harsh lines of his face and cool green stare betrayed nothing of his thoughts. 
 
    “Where do you want us?” Cale asked at last. “You can’t go up against that bitch alone.”  
 
    Max stopped to regard his friends. “She’ll know you’re there. Can’t risk that. I’ll deal with her. Alone. I appreciate what you’ve done and are willing to do, but this is my family.” 
 
    “You’re wrong there,” Tibideaux drawled. “We’re all family, Slick. Some fancy ass big shot told me that once. Oh, yeah. It was you.” 
 
    Max didn’t smile but he didn’t argue, either. Trust didn’t come easy to him, especially in matters so close to the heart, but there was no disputing that these three had earned it over and over again. He’d demanded it from them, and the time had come to reciprocate. 
 
    “I go in alone. If she senses you, she won’t hesitate to kill my mate.” 
 
    “We’ll be like the wind,” Rico promised, grin easy, stare ice cold. 
 
    “There’s a turn off about seven miles from where I’m going. Take it and loop around back. You’ll have to hoof it in. She’ll have men watching the perimeter.” 
 
    “I hope so.” That sassy grin got really pointy, really fast. 
 
    Cale’s stare flickered, silver to red. “Is it your plan to kill her? There’s no way I’m up for letting her go free. You asked the price of my loyalty once. This is it. I want her.” The Terriot king subconsciously flexed his bite-scarred hand.  
 
    “Not at the cost of my wife’s survival.” 
 
    A slight bow of his head. “Agreed. That means you trust her to keep her word?” Cale challenged. His battered façade spoke to how well that had worked out for him. 
 
    “No. I don’t trust her at all. But she won’t risk what I have falling into another’s hands.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Tib asked for all of them. 
 
    “The past. And most likely, the future.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The orange Camaro barreled down I-10, a fierce reflection of Max’s take-no-prisoners mood. It was fast and it was hers.  
 
    He no longer saw Rico’s flashy convertible in his rear view. He didn’t need to. Feeling their energy and support with every beat of his heart, he trained his focus on what lay ahead. The end . . . of Genevieve Savorie or everything he loved. 
 
    As he left interstate for back roads, the lowering sun became a constant goal to beat as it eased down toward the tree line. Closer but not near enough. His foot pressed down harder, giving the shocks and springs of the gutsy vehicle a workout.  
 
    Aggression poorly camouflaging his worry, Max concentrated on his mate. He reached out, using the psychic connection they shared upon mating, he King of Beasts to her supposedly fragile human, searching for her unique signature.    
 
    Charlotte . . . I’m here for you. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Why couldn’t he find her? Why couldn’t he feel her? Panic whispered words he refused to hear. His aunt wouldn’t have harmed her. Not yet, anyway. Perhaps she was unconscious. He wouldn’t entertain any other reason as he trod down on the accelerator, slinging gravel in his wake. Breathing deep, quieting his aura, he tried again, letting his senses float free to catch the scent of his mate.  
 
    Charlotte . . .  
 
    Her response hit sudden and hard, a mind-blanking jab to the temple that knocked sight and breath from him.  
 
    Max!  
 
    As his hands and mind slackened, the vehicle veered sharply, nearly bouncing off the narrow two-track, its low-slung belly scraping up stones and clods of grass before he regained control. 
 
    The connection ended, but it was enough. As he wiped the trickle of blood from his nose, a relieved smile flashed. She was alive, and he’d have her back. Soon. 
 
    Max held tight to that as the past suddenly rose before him. The small house still stood, faded, patched, and now wearily crumbling within the protective circle of a listing iron fence. There was no welcoming driveway, just a rutted path along which Marie and her young son had once dragged a body wrapped in their living room rug to the swamp that swallowed the evidence of Max’s first kill. That night revealed the truth of what he was. Not human. Not normal. Something else, something . . . more.  
 
    No movement stirred those faded curtains that had long cloaked their secrets within his childhood home. The rusty gate groaned but allowed him entry to both past and hopefully future.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Genevieve Savorie entered the sad little shack where her nephew had been raised, eager to finally put her plans in motion. Fear didn’t necessitate the presence of one of her best men behind her, holding a powerful lantern as well as a silver-loaded handgun. One couldn’t be too careful with the likes of Max Savoie, even if he’d promised surrender. 
 
    Green eyes gleamed from the shadows as her sister’s chair creaked to and fro. When he didn’t speak, she smiled and goaded, “How do you think this ends, Nephew?” 
 
    A flash of his toothy smile. “With one of us leaving. I can’t afford to let that be you.” 
 
    His confidence, even under circumstances he couldn’t survive, should have prompted another chuckle, but her throat suddenly dried. “Really? How very ambitious of you considering this little hovel is surrounded by my men.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you or your men. But you should be very worried.” 
 
    She grabbed the lantern from her underling, thrusting it forward so an aura of light surrounded him where he sat calmly rocking in that dilapidated chair. His rumpled black hair, weathered face that featured his mother’s green eyes and father’s sly smile, wearing a white dress shirt open at the neck and cuffs, tucked into loose jeans. And those damn red tennis shoes.  
 
    Genevieve Savorie squared up to her impressive height, svelte figure draped in a Dior ensemble of the same pearl grey as the tasteful orbs around her neck and in her ears. The likeness to her sister faded as a malicious smile spread. Her stare flashed a glittery silver. “How amusing that you still think you have a say in what happens here. This city you adore is about to be mine. All these unworthy lives you protect are going to bend or be broken. The freedom you boast of is an illusion.” 
 
    Max chuckled, earning her suspicious scowl. “You’re the one who is deluding herself. My people aren’t going to become your slaves. They’re done wearing collars and doing tricks for the amusement of their supposed betters.” 
 
    His relaxed pose unnerved her into snapping, “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because I know the truth.” 
 
    Though the room’s air lay heavy and stale, a chill swept over her skin. “What truth is that?” 
 
    “Who we are and how we came to be. A line that leads to the one who should lead, and that, dear aunt, is not you.”  
 
    Her lip curled back. Pleasantry fell away. “Give me the letters your dear neighbor died to protect.”   
 
    Max struggled to conceal the pain of that coldly delivered fact. The only memory of kindness from his past was gone, leaving nothing to hold him to this place. Reaching into the leather coat he’d hung on the back of the chair, he withdrew an envelope, letting her snatch it from his hand before turning away to consume its contents. He watched as her shoulders stiffened. 
 
    “What is this?” Genevieve snarled, head jerking from side to side as she followed the flow of lamenting words from a lovelorn male to his heart’s desire. Written to that female who was not her as she’d planned, but instead, her sister, Marie. Crumpling the dry paper in her fist, she whirled in fury. “This is not what you promised me!” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Evidence of his undying devotion to my mother? Isn’t that what’s behind your determination to end everything that reminds you of them together? They had no happily-ever-after for you to envy. Crushing us won’t replace the punishment you wanted them to suffer.” 
 
    She inhaled sharply and blew out a breath between clenched teeth—along with her churning emotions—leaving the cold, detached enemy he rightfully feared. 
 
     “How did you come by this supposed truth, and why would I believe it?” 
 
    “My father left me a letter, too, one that confirmed Dr. Duchamps’ study of our heritage. You remember Susanna, don’t you? You respected her enough to allow an invasion of our territory to snatch her back into your labs. Well, she’s made it her life’s work to separate out the building blocks of our genetics. With the help my father’s information provided, we have our answer.” 
 
    “If you have proof, show me.” 
 
    Genevieve never expected him to slowly remove another piece of paper from the pocket of his jeans. The light she held stuttered as he unfolded it and held it out for her inspection. 
 
    “That’s a copy. The original in my father’s own writing is safely tucked away.” 
 
    She snatched it, devouring the words in a disbelieving frenzy. As she did, Max reached out along the psychic link between him and his mate to reassure himself that she was near. Nothing. No hint of her close by, just a void. He cast out again, extending his reach. How could that be? He’d know if Genevieve was holding her. Even if unconscious, at this close range he should have been able to take her scent, feel her aura.  
 
    Unless, she wasn’t . . . alive. 
 
    His aunt finished reading, her breaths as unsteady as her hands. A convulsive move crumpled paper but couldn’t erase the truth.  
 
    “Who has the original?” Her demand rippled with desperate menace. “Tell me, or I will carve that child out of your whore’s belly right in front of you!” 
 
    Just the proof of life he needed. 
 
    The one thing she never expected was his low chuckle and the chilling claim, “This is my world. You have no power here.” 
 
    As Max rose from the old rocker, the doubts and fears of a small child fell away from the determined male he’d become.  
 
    “Where is my mate?” 
 
    The soft chuckle rumbling in Genevieve’s throat slowly rose into a spiteful laugh. “Your mate? So close and yet so impossibly far away. I’m not without my own special tricks, Nephew. I’ve hidden her presence from you, but there’s no need to continue that illusion. She no longer matters. Jeffrey, my associate, took the information we needed and should be working on it now in our labs in the North.” The sight of Max’s slow smile froze hers. 
 
    “Your man Maitlin never reached Chicago. He was detained and unfortunately didn’t survive a meeting with MacCreedy.” 
 
    Face mottling with rage, Genevieve snarled, “Go get her then.” She gestured behind her, toward Mrs. Pelletier’s empty house across the road. “Or should I say what’s left of her. She was dead the second you walked into this room. I’ll retrieve what I need from her corpse. Enjoy your victory.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Charlotte . . . 
 
    Pain sifted through woozy eddies of awareness; physical twinges capped by cramps of stark emotion. Cee Cee lay still, concentrating on first things first. 
 
    She’d been drugged. Tendrils still drifted through her system, suppressing alarm, dulling reactions as she assessed her situation. She wasn’t in the comfort of her own bed, that much was obvious. The coverings beneath her stank with age and disuse, air in the dark room stale from lack of circulation. Her ankles and wrists were tied, arms drawn behind her back, numb at first then tingling with unpleasant shocks as she tested the bindings. 
 
    A deep pull of oxygen seared her dry throat. She fought the spasm of coughs, fearing she’d betray she was awake before learning more about her circumstances.  
 
    What the hell happened? 
 
    Raw emotions rose on a flood of returning memory. Crossing the street . . . a hand reaching from an open car door, grabbing, pulling her inside . . . then nothing until the whisper of her name. 
 
    Max!  
 
    Tortured by horrible scenarios, she thrashed on the bed, fighting the bindings along with her fears until a sharp cramp wrenched through her abdomen, stilling her in a panicked instant. 
 
    The baby! 
 
    Trembling all over, Cee Cee lay still, breathing shallowly as pain tightened, twisted, then slowly released like an opening fist. With slow, measured breaths, she calmed her thoughts until shaking eased and fear became manageable. When no worrisome symptoms followed, a quiet prayer escaped on a sigh. She refused to consider what impact the drug might have on her unborn child, compartmentalizing it away for another, safer moment. Their escape was her primary concern. 
 
    Charlotte! 
 
    Max’s voice filled her head. She almost called out aloud before realizing he’d used their bond to communicate. His scent rushed over her in an urgent caress, as calming as the stroke of his hand.  
 
    Before she could communicate what little she knew of her situation, a dusty shaft of light filtered in from the opened door. A single figure in black filled the space. Quickly, Cee Cee sealed her eyes shut and forced slow, regular breaths, feigning unconsciousness. His lengthy study moved over her, as unnerving as a caress, but finally he stepped back, and the door closed once again. Spurred by the impending threat, she began working her bindings in earnest. 
 
    It wasn’t her life she feared for, at least not immediately. They’d take her North as an incubator for their true agenda, one that involved the combined genetics of her and Max’s families. She refused to pursue that, needing her energy to escape. But the ties failed to loosen, and her time trickled away. 
 
    A crash in one of the other rooms was followed by bumps and bangs of vigorous combat. Not Max. She’d know if he was near. She wiggled and pulled against the bindings on her wrists, abrading skin, hoping lubricating blood could help her escape. Then a whisper of fresh air made her pause, drawing her attention toward the heavily draped window where curtains lay still. As she frowned in uncertainty, a shadow rose right at the edge of the bed. A rough palm sealed in her gasp of alarm. 
 
    “Hey, mama,” came a low whisper. “Thought you could use some help.” 
 
    A quick pull of Cale Terriot’s blade freed her. Instead of gushing thanks, she hissed, “Did you bring one for me?” 
 
    His smile flashed wide and white, but before he could respond, his brother Rico came crashing through the door, grappling with one of her captors. Two more filled the frame.  
 
    So much for small talk.  
 
    – – – 
 
    Genevieve turned toward her man at the door to order Max taken, only to find him sprawled motionless on the floor. A silent figure stood in his place. 
 
    Terriots! 
 
    No, another male, tall, lean, fierce, and common. How had he gotten so soundlessly through the men she’d posted right outside? 
 
    Panic fell before blinding fury. Features warping into that hideous beast within, she swung back around, her intention of ripping through her nephew met by another harsh surprise. 
 
    Max’s fist to that snarling visage dropped her to the floor. The moment her lights went out, his snapped on. His senses cleared from whatever spell she’d cast about them. 
 
    Charlotte!  
 
    Close. In danger. 
 
    “She’s in the house across the street.” Philo stepped aside before being run over. “Your aunt brought company. Good thing we did, too.” 
 
    “Keep her here. Kill her if you have to.” 
 
    Before Tibideaux could respond, Max lunged through the doorframe . . . into the center of a vicious melee. 
 
    Once unconsciousness overcame his aunt’s controlling psyche, the previously silenced night exploded with sound and action. Hand-to-hand as men and as beasts, fierce struggles filled the yard, the street, and the house across the way. Tibideaux’s Patrol against his aunt’s Trackers.  
 
    Max pushed his way through them, quickly disabling those who got in his way. He wasn’t aware of morphing into his most powerful state, that the snarls he heard were his own, that the bloodied figures falling away from him had been victims of his teeth and claws. There was only his mate and his child. And he would tear through the world to get to them. 
 
    Without thought for his own safety, he burst into his neighbor’s long-abandoned home. Heartbeats, racing and ready to explode, suddenly stopped in his laboring chest when liberal sprays of blood filled his vision.  
 
    Rico Terriot rode a black-garbed Tracker to the floor, sharp teeth ripping out an already savaged throat. Sensing another presence, the redhead rocked back on his heels then grinned ghoulishly at Max. 
 
    “Hey, Savoie. Sorry we didn’t leave you anything, but looks like you got your share already.” 
 
    “Max!”  
 
    Charlotte Caissie bulleted into his arms, filling them and his heart to near bursting.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he demanded, voice as suddenly shaky as his emotions. 
 
    “No! I’m pissed as hell. Grabbed off the street like a freaking civilian!” She pushed away so he could get a glimpse of her flushed and mussed appearance. She’d never looked more dangerous or desirable. She took in his gory façade with a detailing glance and a satisfied smile. “See you’ve been busy, too.” 
 
    Adrenaline finally gave enough for him to grin. “A lot of traffic to get through outside, but it seems to be under control, a least in here.” 
 
    “Good thing he had the sense to ask for backup, huh?” Cale drawled with a wry smile as he tried the kitchen sink to find the water shut off. He settled for wiping crimson-smeared face and hands on faded curtains. 
 
    Finally reassured enough to release Cee Cee from the protective circle of his arms, Max took inventory of the surroundings. Five Trackers, three in the main room dismembered by Rico and two in the bedroom where Cale had disabled then his own mate had finished them in tandem. Weak with relief, he asked Cale to explain the additional manpower.  
 
    “Followed us in off-road. Left the bikes a ways back and came in on foot. Surprised the hell outta ′em insteada the other way around, didn’t we?” He grinned at Rico, who gave a satisfied chuckle. Then his narrowed stare fixed on Max’s. “Good to have friends.” 
 
    Max nodded, offering a relieved smile. “Indeed, it is.” 
 
    “Did she get away?” Cee Cee scowled at the thought of his aunt taking any kind of victory. 
 
    “Not even close.” Max drew his mate back into his embrace. Over the top of her head, his hot emerald gaze met those of the Terriots’ king. “I believe you had some things you wanted to say to her?” 
 
    A sharp-toothed smile spread. “Let’s go say howdy.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    The carnage outside had become cleanup. No fighter from the North had allowed himself to be taken alive. Rico grinned and fist bumped those he’d trained, so proud he almost strutted. And his eyes filled at the sight of those they’d lost. 
 
    “Helluva job, boys.” 
 
    His praise had even the injured standing tall. 
 
    The fence around Max’s childhood home had been trampled, sections broken, listing beyond repair. The weedy yard had become a burial ground for those who’d lost their lives. 
 
    “Drag their dead inside,” Max called out. “We’ll burn it over them. Time to move on,” he told the female in his arms gently, “and leave memories where they belong.” 
 
    But as they reached the steps, that past came bursting out with an enraged shriek, an injured Tibideaux unable to catch her. Genevieve leapt from the porch at the startled couple, eyes wild and red, fangs out. 
 
    Instinctively, Max took a step back, shielding his mate with his body as Cale Terriot jumped in front of them. His fist smashed through Genevieve’s ribcage, halting her lunge mid-air as razor-sharp claws ripped the malignant heart from her body. As she collapsed to her knees while the Terriot king devoured that yet-beating organ, Genevieve attempted a last laugh at the irony before dropping lifeless at his feet. 
 
    After a swipe of his sleeve across his mouth, Cale’s ruthless smile spread wide. “Karma’s a heartless bitch,” he drawled at the motionless form, “and now, so are you.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Hurried female voices preceded the opening of the executive suite’s door. The first of the pair made it all the way inside. The second, a few steps behind her, was grabbed by the arm and dragged across the threshold, door slamming behind her. 
 
    “Don’t struggle,” Kip warned a stunned Olivia. “I won’t hurt you unless I have to.” 
 
    Before Fran could reach the knife in her fashionably-tall boot, Colin was there to grip her wrist, yanking it high behind her back. She refused him the satisfaction of crying out. When muscles coiled to struggle, he laid the silver of his own blade lightly to her throat, just long enough for skin to sizzle beneath the chin-length cut of naturally black hair. No more dreads. No more pretending to be anything but the child of Genevieve Savorie.   
 
    “Oh, lover,” she cooed, “after all we’ve been to one another? All those tender cuddles and touchy feelies we’ve shared?” Taunting voice lowering, Fran chuckled, “Couldn’t stay away, could you?” 
 
    “Your bitch of a mother is dead.” When Colin’s cold claim earned a sharp inhale and a stiffening of her toned body, he added, “If you don’t want to join her in the next few seconds, stand the fuck still.” 
 
    Kip had Olivia by the elbows in front of him, his expression offering no quarter as he glared at the female who’d threatened his family and now smirked in the face of his fury. His mate’s sister wisely stood still and silent. 
 
    “You’ve no power over me, you simple animals,” Fran growled in response to Colin’s threat. “My sister and I would rather join her than submit to the likes of you.”  
 
    She grabbed the hand holding the knife, struggling for possession, clawing, even biting his thumb until Colin dealt her a short, stunning blow to the nose and yanked away. 
 
    Genevieve’s elder daughter licked at the blood streaming over her curled lip and smiled as she taunted, “I drove the truck that officially killed your mate. How did she feel, knowing while she was locked away in the dark, you and I were rolling around, playing house together so many, many times?” When Colin didn’t react as she’d hoped, his temper locked down tight, she seized the only other path to freedom she could find. “You owe me! I brought her back and I can take her away again just as easily any time I want unless you—" 
 
    “No more deals.” 
 
    The Terriot prince gripped her jaw, and with a quick wrench of his hand and crack of her spine took her threats off the table. 
 
    Seeing her only ally crumple, Olivia cried up at Kip, “You owe me, Chris! Your life for mine!” 
 
    The young prince’s stunned gaze followed the figure sliding lifeless to the floor. Olivia’s . . . sister? He swallowed hard. Features firming along with his resolve, he replied, “That’ll be up to Ophelia and our king.” 
 
    After Kip placed a call to Babineau requesting yet another cleanup, he and Colin took their prisoner to the Towers. Olivia remained docile and silent, adding to his worry. As they approached the elevator, Jacques, Susanna and their child, Pearl LaRoche were just getting on and stepped back to make room for them inside. 
 
    As the car rose silently, Olivia glanced down at the somberly intense child. Gazes met and, in surprise, held. A kindred spark leapt between them, each recognizing the dark half of the other. 
 
    Olivia faced front and smiled slightly to herself. 
 
    She was not alone. 
 
    The family got off at an earlier floor while the car continued to the next. As the three of them approached an apartment door, it flew open. Ophelia Brady stood on its threshold. Her gaze flew from sister to her mate’s as she whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
    Olivia trotted docilely at the big Terriot’s side as Colin hauled her inside and straight across the living room to the open terrace door. A weak laugh escaped. “Are you going to throw me off?” 
 
    “Not my choice to make,” Colin growled, glare hinting at his preference. He gave her a push over the threshold. 
 
    A tall, black-haired female turned away from the view to offer a narrow smile. Despite her obvious pregnancy, she had the strong, fit body and manner of a warrior. Liv returned the gesture cautiously. Sharp, no-nonsense blue eyes imprisoned her gaze as if piercing to the soul she claimed not to have. The prickly invasion left her shaky but oddly not alarmed as she asked, “Who are who?” 
 
    “I’m like you. I once walked the same path you do now. My name is Nica, and I can show you another way.”  
 
    – – – 
 
    Michael Furness assessed his visitors, smile guarded. Max and Charlotte, Silas, and Dr. Duchamps gave nothing away with their demeanors. After they’d found seats in his modest office, he asked, “What’s happened?” 
 
    Silas, who had little affection for the priest, spoke plainly. “We’re here to clean up the mess you’ve made, not only in New Orleans but in the North as well.” 
 
    His startled gaze jumped to Max, who was brutally blunt. 
 
    “She’s dead, and so are her men.” 
 
    All the calm that served his profession well failed as he sagged back into his chair, struggling to find words. Finally, he whispered, “How?” 
 
    Max spelled out the course of events slowly, carefully, concluding with, “The question now is what happens next, and that’s up to you, Michael. Genevieve may be dead, but our worlds, our clans are still at war. That ends. Now!” 
 
    Confused gaze going from one face to the next—each a different piece of the whole that made up New Orleans—Furness started putting those pieces together. “What has that to do with me?” 
 
    “Everything.” Max passed him the letter from Rollo Moytes to the son he never knew. “It was Rollo’s plan to save himself by leveraging this information to the highest bidder. He came to New Orleans to retrieve it. That ended badly for him. He should have trusted his son instead of his greed.” 
 
    Furness began reading, carefully at first then so swiftly the words blurred together. Finally, the paper dropped from trembling hands to desktop. “This can’t be true.” 
 
    “It is,” Susanna assured him. “I’ve tested dozens of samples just to be sure. This is what Genevieve was looking for, why she founded this place, conducted all that research in the North, to find this unique link, whether to use it or destroy it, I don’t know. This is the connection to our past before it separated. The one pure source from which we all sprang.” 
 
    “And that source?” Furness asked, his usually strong and purposeful voice faint. 
 
    “Is you. There’s no mistake.” The Chosen doctor interrupted his gathering argument. “The markers are there, plain to see. Max was the closest Genevieve could find until the experiments that produced the Brady girls provided the only real clue. Genevieve was trying to create a future generation from her own genetic material. Hers with you produced Olivia.” 
 
    The pseudo-priest spoke in a labored monotone. “She and I never—” 
 
    “No,” Susanna supplied, voice surprisingly kind. “But once there was a plan for you and Marie Savorie. Your samples were taken after both families insisted on a test for purity of line and virility. Then she disappeared with Rollo. The samples were never destroyed. Genevieve kept them for study. And then for her own ambitious purposes.” 
 
    Michael Furness had gone very still. “You’re quite the detective yourself, Dr. Duchamps.”  
 
    “LaRoche,” she corrected. 
 
    Finally, after a bout of spiritual squirming, Furness sighed and admitted, “Ophelia is my child with Sister Catherine’s—Mary Kate’s—mother.” Whom he’d obviously loved and had tried to protect from Genevieve’s jealous machinations. “I wanted to guide and protect her without her guessing the truth. Not easy or possible with that gift of hers.” 
 
    Cee Cee summarized the conversation in the Towers between the four females, sliding an apologetic glance her mate’s way for keeping those newly discovered facts a secret. 
 
    “Genevieve,” Furness continued, “used that knowledge to secure my allegiance when I’d have broken away from her madness. Instead, I watched over both Brady girls, the same way I did Mary Kate and Charlotte. With her gone, they’ll be safe now.” That settled in, strengthening his posture and his resolve. “Everything’s changed.” 
 
    “So, it’s you, Michael,” Max said again, this time as fact not suggestion. “You’ll become the power in the North, and you’ll use it to unite all our people. With the Terriots’ help, we’ve locked down the docks. Rueben Guedry has frozen all military assistance. When word spreads that my aunt is dead, her men defeated, there’ll be a scramble for control if no one worthy steps up. It’s time for you to step up, Michael, to stop hiding in those robes and do good for all our people.” 
 
    His eyes closed, reflecting on his failures. “I wasn’t strong when I needed to be.” 
 
    “Be strong now,” Cee Cee urged, reaching for his hand as he’d often done hers for that firm squeeze of support. “You’ll be that figurehead for all that’s good, what we all can aspire to be. No divisions of class. No separation that would put any of our kind in bondage to another. Yours’ll be a message many have waited their whole life to hear. You’re the Chosen One.”  
 
    As his features twisted, her voice softened. “This is the mark you’ve always wanted to make, one of service and humility. Make your amends by lifting all of us up so we stand together.” 
 
    Furness took a deep breath and looked to each of them in turn. “I can’t do it alone.” 
 
    “You have Rueben and Cale. And me.” Max pressed a hand upon his shoulder. “We’ll be there for whatever you need, not to police or punish or demand, but to provide, to strengthen and guide.” His smile slowly unfurled, “And you’ll be that good shepherd who cares for us all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Carmen Blutafino entered his office on the second floor of The Sweat Shop eager to start siphoning his poor deceased partners’ shares into his own till. He sighed in brief regret at their passing then shrugged philosophically. A tender heart wouldn’t pay for that house being built in the Caymans. New Orleans was getting too hot for comfort since Savoie and his little woman wouldn’t oblige him and carelessly die by accident or design. 
 
    Closing the door behind him, he scowled, good humor plunging. His massive desk chair was turned so the back was toward him. He always insisted it face front to give the impression of a throne waiting for him to fill it. Annoyed at the thought of having to track down one of his careless cleaning crew to fire them, he started across the room only to pull up sharply as the chair swiveled around.  
 
    Detective Charlotte Caissie smiled thinly in greeting. “Hello, Manny. Thanks for not keeping me waiting. I’ve spent quite enough time in this place. It takes days for the stench to wash off.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” He flicked an impatient hand. “Get out of my chair!” 
 
    As she stood and came around the desk, keeping it between them, Cee Cee relayed, “I thought I’d let you know Genevieve Savorie was killed last night.” 
 
    Heavy brows lowered. “Who? Is that name supposed to mean something to me?” 
 
    “You and Atcliff should have done your homework before you had Brady killed.” 
 
    After easing his bulk into the wide-bodied seat, he grumbled, “I didn’t have anything to do with that.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not, but you certainly profit from having one less associate. Or is it both?” 
 
    Manny stared at her unblinkingly. “I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    His broad chest heaved, expelling a labored sigh. “What do you want, Detective? If you’re here to reapply for a job working the pole, you’ve gotten a little bit . . . um, girthy, for my patrons.” 
 
    “I came to ask a favor.” As suspicion registered, Cee Cee continued. “It has to do with my former work on stage and, specifically in your back room with the man who is now my husband.” She pointed to a door off to the side of his spacious office where she, when undercover as one of his dancers had been instructed to entertain a potential investor, one Max Savoie. “I know you kept a copy of the tape. Not that I find it distasteful, but it’s not something I’d like shown at the annual police benefit, nor would I want my daughter’s friends to one day see it pop up on social media. Or held over my head at future date.”  
 
    He leaned back, tenting fingers above his massive girth. “Why would I want to do that kind of favor for you?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to offer one in return.” 
 
    Carmen pondered a moment, greedy wheels turning, then spun his chair toward the credenza behind him. One of the doors covered a substantial safe. Burdened leather and casters groaned in complaint as he bent down to enter the combination. Cee Cee got a glimpse of probable blackmail stacked and waiting. He selected one of the tapes and turned back to lay it on the desktop beneath one pudgy hand.  
 
    “That’s the only copy?” 
 
    A smile. “Cross my heart. And what do you have for me?” 
 
    “A head’s up. The Fed’s just finished deposing a very talkative protected witness. You’ll want to get your lawyer on speed dial. They should be here in about five minutes to read you your rights.” 
 
    All amusement wiped from pasty features. “What are you talking about? What witness?” 
 
    Cee Cee cued up her phone and turned the recently dated photo of a woman toward him. Her burn-scarred face was partially covered by a scarf and large dark glasses, but there was no mistaking the dramatic curves Blutafino had bought and paid for. 
 
    “Lena.” Her name fell from a mouth dropped open in disbelief. “Bu-but she’s dead!” 
 
    “You did your best. I’m afraid she was rescued by a member of my team who was transporting her when you tried to blow her up in that Memphis hotel room. It took a while for her to heal, but she just finished giving the most detailed statement.”  
 
    He shook off his paralysis to gasp, “And Paulie, my son?” 
 
    Dark eyes turned agate hard. “He wasn’t as lucky. So, you can be sure there’s no bribe, no threat, no amount of enticement that will keep her from shoving your murderous ass into prison. You might want to pack for Forty-to-Life. And if you just so happen to get out early, you’ll find me sitting in Atcliff’s office ready to welcome you home. Funny thing about that. He was supposed to meet his family in California yesterday but never showed. His bags are still at home. What do you think? He just cut and run to avoid prosecution? Or did he get cut up into little pieces to feed our natural wildlife?” 
 
    When he offered no comment, Cee Cee snatched up the tape. She cocked her head toward the door and cupped an ear. “Oh, they’re early. I think I hear the sound of your time running out.” 
 
    As Manny sat still too stunned to move, Cee Cee exited the room, leaving its door open for the grim-faced men she passed in the hall. 
 
    A small smile bloomed when she exited The Sweat Shop to find Max Savoie leaning against her Camaro, all tall, dark, and wickedly delicious. He gestured toward the line of black, unmarked vehicles. 
 
    “Expecting company?” 
 
    She chuckled, feeling a bit naughty herself. “I called them. Just finishing up some housecleaning before that motherhood thing begins. Must be the nesting phase.” At his perplexed look, she patted his arm. “You’ll find out all about it when we start taking classes.” 
 
    “Does one need to get a license to rear children?” 
 
    She bumped against him, hip to hip, as he held the door open, leaning in to enjoy the hard lines and delectable scent of him. “My job’d be considerably easier if they did. Prenatal classes. You want to be there to welcome our daughter into this world, don’t you?” 
 
    “Indeed, I do. I plan to be a good student. I take this fatherhood thing very seriously.” 
 
    She smiled, heart and hopes lightened by those words. Not that he needed to speak them after proving them every minute they’d spent together the night before.  
 
    Wonderfully, exhaustively. Beautifully. 
 
    “You rock my world, Savoie.” 
 
    “Good to know, Detective.” He glanced down at the object in her hand. “Do you need to take that in to enter as evidence?” 
 
    Remembering the tape, she exclaimed, “Good god, no!” As his dark brows raised, she added, “For personal home viewing only.” 
 
    An intrigued smile shaped that yummy mouth. “I’ll arrange time for a private screening. A shame we have a houseful of company tonight.” 
 
    She’d forgotten all their friends were gathering to celebrate the start of a new era for their kind. Drinking and dinner. The serious work would start when Rueben Guedry returned for their meeting with Michael Furness in the morning where, along with Cale, they’d outline that future to benefit all. 
 
    Tucking her hand beneath Max’s long black coat to skim his ribs and claim a squeeze of that exceptionally fine ass, she murmured, “Rain check,” with a sigh of regret. 
 
    He nocked a finger beneath her formidable chin, raising her gaze to his. “Why, Detective, haven’t you ever heard of afternoon matinees?” 
 
    As her eyes widened, he opened the car door and turned her neatly into the passenger seat with a silky, “I’ll drive.” 
 
    “Oh, baby. I’m inclined to let you take the wheel,” Charlotte rumbled in anticipation as he closed her inside. 
 
    Max circled the vehicle, humming a tune that fit his jaunty steps, one he recalled from a most memorable night when he, as the Shapeshifter King of New Orleans embraced his future queen for a sexy two-step on their way out of Cheveux du Chien.  
 
    Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London.” 
 
    When they reached the top floor of the Towers, he’d make his mate howl. 
 
    And tomorrow, his kind would raise their voices.  
 
    As one. 
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