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Naomi Cranston’s five years in jail for something she didn’t do were the worst of her life. Now the former NOPD cop is being targeted again by the people who framed her for stealing evidence. If she doesn’t comply with their demands to deliver drugs, they’ll hurt her teenage son, Everett.


When she arrives at the Burke Broussard Investigation Agency asking for help, Burke is reluctant to assist a convicted cop. But her story and her courage in standing up to the criminals touch him to the core. Even if taking on the case puts him and the rest of his team in grave danger.


As they try to work out who is responsible for framing Naomi, they must do all they can to keep their families safe. There might be something far more sinister at play than a drugs enterprise – and someone would do anything to stop Burke and the team finding out what. And there’s one question they all need to grapple with: why was Naomi targeted in the first place?
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PROLOGUE



Kenner, Louisiana


FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 21, 5:05 P.M.


‘SEE YOU TOMORROW!’ Naomi Cranston waved to her boss as she left the flower shop. Pausing on the sidewalk, she drew in a deep breath of fresh air and tilted her face to what was left of the sun.


The warmth on her skin felt so good.


So free.


After five years of incarceration, Naomi would never take the sun for granted again. After five years of incarceration, Naomi would never take life for granted again.


She certainly would never trust the system to protect her again. Her innocence had never once entered into the equation. NOPD had wanted a scapegoat and they’d chosen her.


She’d never be anyone’s scapegoat again.


But at least I’m out of that place. She still bore the scars of prison, both on her skin and on her soul. A year of freedom hadn’t changed that.


Shaking off the lingering bitterness, Naomi headed to the fifteen-year-old Volvo that had seen better days. It wasn’t the nice car she’d driven before, but it got her to work and back home.


Home wasn’t the nice house she’d had before, either, but her new place was in a decent neighborhood and had a bedroom for Everett.


Her heart hurt at the thought of her son. He hated the weekends he spent with her, retreating to his room and only emerging for food after she’d gone to bed.


He hated her now. And, based on the lies his father had told about her, Naomi couldn’t blame him. It broke her heart, but she understood.


An overturned conviction wasn’t the same as a statement of innocence.


But at least I’m out of that place.


Chin lifted, shoulders back, steps measured, she strode to her car with faked confidence. It was how she got through each day.


Eye contact was the hardest, because she knew what she’d see in the expressions of others. Hardly anyone believed she hadn’t done it.


Her mother believed in her innocence, as did her new boss.


But not Everett.


Her shoulders sagged as she reached her car. He wouldn’t be home when she got there. He’d find a friend to go home with. Sometimes she got a text telling her where he was, but that was rare.


Her heart ached at being shut out of his life.


She opened the car door, only to have it shoved closed.


She froze, now aware of the man standing behind her. She could see his face reflected in the car’s window and her aching heart skipped a beat.


No. It couldn’t be.


But it was.


He’d paid her a visit six years ago, changing the course of her life. Because of this man she was an ex-con.


Slowly she turned. Chin up, shoulders back. ‘Yes?’


‘Mrs Haywood?’


‘No.’ She’d changed her name after her divorce. Had gone back to her maiden name. Which would make no difference to the man giving her a leering appraisal.


Her skin crawled, but she held her ground. Don’t let them see your fear.


She’d learned that on day one inside. She still had the jagged scars to prove it.


He shrugged. To him, she was a tool. A toy. A convenient scapegoat.


His face was imprinted in her memory. He’d lied so smoothly when he’d taken the witness stand against her.


The jury had believed every word.


That she hadn’t taken the stand in her own defense had sealed her fate. She’d known it at the time, but . . .


She swallowed but said nothing. It was a power play she now knew well. Make them speak first.


He huffed a labored sigh. ‘We have a job for you,’ he finally said.


She had no interest in anything this man was selling. ‘No.’


He looked amused. ‘No?’


Bile burned her throat. ‘No.’


He smiled broadly. ‘He goes to school at St Basil.’


Her heart skipped another hard beat. No. No, no, no. Not again. Please. Not again. Not Everett.


But no one was listening to her prayers. Not six years ago and not now.


‘He leaves to catch the bus at seven thirty every morning,’ he went on, chuckling at the fear she could no longer suppress. ‘Unless he drives himself, and then he leaves at eight fifteen. After school, he plays basketball at the Y. His friends are Gerry, Caden, and Steven. Usually he goes home with one of them. Has dinner with their families. Not with you. Not even on his weekends with you.’


She started to retreat, but her back hit her car door. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere she could hide.


‘All we want is for you to carry a few packages in your flower van. You’re making a ton of deliveries right now – to hotels, party venues, everywhere people gather to celebrate. Flowers are so nice, don’t you agree?’


She said nothing. Her throat had closed and no words would come.


He frowned. ‘I said, don’t you agree, Mrs Haywood?’


‘No,’ she said, but more quietly. ‘I won’t do your bidding.’


‘Then your son will suffer.’ He put on a sad face that was as fake as her confidence had been. ‘Hasn’t he suffered enough? What with his mama going to jail for stealing from the NOPD?’


‘You know I didn’t.’


‘Everyone believes you did.’


And that was true. Everyone but her mother and her new boss.


He winked at her. ‘And if you tell your ex that your son is in danger, he’ll have grounds to yank your custody faster’n you can say “You’re guilty.”’


That was also true. Her ex would be calling his attorney seconds after her call, were she to tell him.


But she wasn’t going to do this man’s dirty work. She’d die first.


And she just might if she denied him.


She wouldn’t be missed by too many if she turned up dead.


‘Why?’ she whispered. ‘Why me?’


His fake jocularity disappeared as he leaned closer, his face only an inch from hers. ‘Because you never should have gotten out.’ The words dripped with venom. ‘We had a deal, Mrs Haywood. You cheated us. We don’t abide cheaters.’


She might have laughed at his hypocrisy had she not been so damn scared of him.


‘We’ll drop off your first package on Monday.’ He took a step back, tipped his ball cap. ‘Always a pleasure doing business with you, Mrs Haywood.’


It’s Miss Cranston, you sonofabitch, she wanted to snarl.


But she didn’t. She didn’t say a word as she watched him saunter away.


She didn’t say a word as she got into her car and drove to her little house. Her empty little house. Because Everett wasn’t home. He would slide in around nine and go right to his room.


Maybe he’d be better off without me.


Maybe I should just let Jimmy have full custody.


But that wouldn’t stop them from hurting her son. It wouldn’t matter where Everett was or who he was living with. They’d make good on their threat. Of that she had no doubt.


And then Everett would hate her even more than he already did.


Woodenly she got out of her car and went inside. It smelled like the peanut butter cookies she’d made for Everett the night before.


Cookies he’d left on the kitchen counter, untouched.


She dropped her purse on a chair and went straight to the bathroom, where she sank to her knees in front of the toilet and vomited up everything she’d eaten that day.


She had a Glock in the gun safe in her bedroom. It was loaded. She could just end her life on her own terms. It was tempting.


Because if she did what they wanted, Everett would be safe, but she’d end up back in prison. Prison was a given. But Everett’s safety was not. They might still hurt him.


She couldn’t let that happen.


There had to be something she could do. Someone she could go to for help.


But there wasn’t.


She was on her own.


And she was terrified.
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 8:45 A.M.


BURKE BROUSSARD PLACED the papers he’d just reviewed into a drawer in his desk at Broussard Investigations. Business completed, he wanted to spend a few minutes with the man he’d called brother since they were teenagers.


‘Everything looks good, as usual, Kaleb. Thank you.’


Kaleb accepted the thanks with a nod and the smile Burke had grown up seeing. It was a bittersweet connection to better times, because he and Kaleb were the only ones left now.


Burke’s mother, his uncle Larry. And Kyra, of course. All gone these twenty-five years. Even Kaleb’s father, Uncle Larry’s dear friend and business partner, was gone now. It was just Burke and Kaleb.


‘Now that the business is out of the way,’ Kaleb said, ‘how the hell are you?’


The ‘business’ was Kaleb’s quarterly presentation of their company’s profit and loss statement, along with the new initiatives that kept Fontenot Industries at the top of its game. Burke didn’t always understand the software that the engineers were designing, but he could read a P&L. Their company was doing very well.


Kaleb Marchand was the genius behind all the tech. As the owner, Burke mostly just signed the checks. The profits he made from Fontenot allowed him to fund the work he really loved – getting justice for those who’d been let down by the law. Some of the people he aided didn’t have the money to pay them. Because of Uncle Larry and his gift that kept on giving year after year, Burke could do a lot of pro bono work.


‘Oh, you know,’ Burke said with a shrug. ‘Same old, same old.’


Kaleb shook his head fondly. ‘Meaning you have loads of cases you can’t tell me anything about.’ He looked over his shoulder to the closed office door. ‘Glad to see Joy looking so healthy.’


‘You and me both.’ Burke’s office administrator had been shot two years before and had taken eighteen months to come back to her job full-time. Rehab took a lot longer with age. Joy wasn’t all that old – only thirteen years older than Burke’s forty-three – but her body had taken a real beating.


She’d nearly died.


However, she was back at her desk, and he couldn’t be happier.


‘How are Juliette and the kids?’


‘Juliette’s got the house and the office decorated for Mardi Gras,’ Kaleb said with a grin. ‘You should come over for supper.’


‘I will. And those godsons of mine?’ Braden was fifteen, Trent thirteen. It seemed like yesterday that he’d held them at their christenings, and now they were teenagers.


Kaleb rolled his eyes. ‘Braden’s got a girlfriend.’


Burke barely controlled his wince. ‘Another one?’


‘Yep,’ Kaleb said dolefully, and then his smile was back. ‘But Trent’s getting an award in two weeks. He developed a robot in his after-school program. Did it all on his own, without my help.’ Kaleb’s pride was clear. ‘It’s extremely well done.’


‘Apple didn’t fall far from the tree,’ Burke drawled. ‘If there’s a ceremony, send me the details, and I’ll be there.’


‘You always are.’


Burke’s desk phone buzzed and he checked the time. ‘That’s Joy telling me that my nine o’clock is here.’


He didn’t know who the appointment was with, and that had his hackles rising. Joy normally gave him all the details on clients. That she hadn’t done so this morning was both intriguing and concerning.


Kaleb rose and Burke came around his desk to give him a bear hug. Kaleb grunted, then laughed, hugging him back.


‘Don’t break my ribs,’ Kaleb said. ‘I might need them someday.’


Burke slapped his back, then let him go. ‘Sorry.’


Kaleb looked up at him with a smirk. Kaleb was tall, around six feet, but Burke was taller. And bigger. It had been that way since they were teenagers.


‘You need to find a woman who’ll appreciate those bear hugs of yours,’ Kaleb said. ‘Juliette has a new list of ladies for you.’


Burke opened his office door with a good-natured groan, because Juliette never tired of trying to set him up with her friends. ‘Can you tell her to stop?’


‘I can and I have, but you know Jules.’


Burke did, and he loved her. She was the sister he’d never had. ‘I’ll figure out a way to weasel out of anything she sets up.’


Kaleb chuckled. ‘You can try.’ He walked into the lobby, leaning down to kiss Joy’s cheek. ‘I missed you, J-Bird. Glad you’re back full-time.’


Joy beamed up at him. ‘Me too. Give my love to that wife of yours.’


‘I will. Thank you for rescheduling me on short notice. This trip came up last minute. I fly out in a few hours.’


‘Safe travels,’ Joy said. ‘Bring me something from Chicago.’


Kaleb smiled at her. ‘Chocolate?’


Joy nodded. ‘You’ve always been a smart one.’


Burke waited until Kaleb had gone before leaning against Joy’s desk. ‘Where is my nine o’clock?’


Because the lobby was empty.


‘Chilling with Antoine in the computer room. She and her friend didn’t want to be out in the open.’


Burke nodded. ‘Skittish, huh?’


‘One of them is.’ Joy’s expression became troubled. ‘Don’t say no right away, Burke.’


Burke’s eyes went wide. ‘Why would I say no?’


‘Promise me,’ Joy pressed. ‘Hear her out.’


Now Burke was even more intrigued. ‘Okay.’ He turned for his office door. ‘Send in my appointment – and her friend – when they’re done “chilling” with Antoine.’


‘We’re done,’ a familiar woman’s voice said. ‘And we’re ready.’


Burke turned, puzzled to see Sylvi Kristiansen walking up to Joy’s desk. ‘Sylvi? What are you doing here?’


‘I need your help.’


Sylvi’s sister Val was one of Burke’s inner circle. He’d gotten to know Sylvi over the last two years, since she and Val had healed a family rift that had kept them estranged. He and Sylvi had become friends. If she needed his help, how could he possibly say no?


Then he looked over Sylvi’s head to the woman standing behind her, and the smile he’d been prepared to give disappeared like mist. Rage bubbled up, and his fists clenched.


He knew this woman, too.


Naomi Cranston.


He’d met her only once, when he was a detective and she worked in the evidence room. While he’d fought to remain honest, to retain his integrity, others took the easy way. The illegal way.


Which Naomi Cranston had done.


‘No,’ he said, then turned on his heel and walked back into his office, shutting the door hard enough that everyone would know it was his final word.


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 9:03 A.M.


‘Burke Broussard!’ Sylvi shouted, her anger clear as day. ‘You come back out here!’


‘It’s okay.’ Naomi had known this would be Broussard’s response. She’d hoped for a miracle, but . . . she’d known.


‘No, it’s not okay.’ Sylvi marched to Broussard’s office door, her fist lifted and ready to knock, but the soft whir of the admin’s electric wheelchair stopped her.


Joy Thomas had placed herself in front of Broussard’s door. ‘Simmer down, Sylvi. Let me talk to him.’


Sylvi swallowed hard. ‘Okay. Thank you.’


Joy squeezed Sylvi’s hand. ‘Good girl.’ Then she entered Broussard’s office, closing the door behind her far more gently than Broussard had.


Naomi started for the elevator. ‘It’s no use. I told you that.’


She’d been saying that ever since Sylvi had knocked on her front door Friday evening, shortly after Naomi had gotten home, shaken and terrified. Sylvi had seen Gaffney approach, and while she didn’t know the man, she’d seen Naomi’s expression. Worried, Sylvi had come by to check on her.


Possibly saving my life.


Naomi hadn’t opened the door, but Sylvi had a key for emergencies. The petite florist had used that key, storming in on Naomi as she’d sat on the edge of her bed, staring at her loaded Glock.


Had it not been for Sylvi’s arrival, Naomi wasn’t sure what she might have done. Now she wasn’t sure what she’d do. Burke Broussard had been her only hope.


Sylvi grabbed her hand before she had a chance to press the elevator button. ‘Just wait. Burke will help you. Give him a few minutes.’


‘He said no, Syl. I have to respect that. I might say the same thing in his place.’


‘No, you wouldn’t. You’d bend over backward to help.’


She probably would, even now. Even after her willingness to help another person had contributed to her downfall. ‘Well, he’s not me. And he said no.’


‘Let Joy convince him.’


‘I didn’t come here to cause trouble.’


The door opened and the whir of Joy’s wheelchair had them both turning.


Joy was pointing to the open door. ‘Go in, Miss Cranston. He’ll listen.’


‘And then he’ll help,’ Sylvi said with a confidence that Naomi did not feel.


But she followed her boss into the lion’s den, flinching when Joy shut the door behind them. The admin remained in the lobby, giving them privacy.


She didn’t look at Broussard, who sat behind a large mahogany desk. She merely followed Sylvi to a set of visitor chairs, lowering herself into one of them as Sylvi did the same.


Broussard said nothing. Naomi kept her eyes on her hands, clutched together in her lap. She didn’t need to look at the man to know this was hopeless.


Sylvi sighed. ‘Burke . . .’ She reached out and gently separated Naomi’s hands, holding one tight. ‘You’re going to hurt yourself,’ she murmured.


Yes, she would. In the end, she would.


Not with the Glock, because Sylvi had locked it away. And not with any other instrument of suicide.


She truly didn’t think she had it in her. Although the alternative – prison – was a compelling argument to the contrary.


But she didn’t have many choices. If Broussard turned her away, she’d accept Gaffney’s drugs – but not in Sylvi’s van, and she’d not take them to the address that she was sure she’d be given. She’d use her own car so that Sylvi wouldn’t be implicated. And then she’d call 911 and anonymously report herself.


She’d be arrested and sent back to prison. She’d tell her ex to protect their son.


Maybe Broussard could be convinced to do so as well. Protection for Everett.


Yes. That was what she’d ask for.


‘What?’ Broussard finally said irritably.


Naomi glanced up to find Sylvi staring Broussard down, a tiny five-foot woman glaring defiantly at a brickhouse of a man. He had to be six-five. His dark hair was cut short, his handsome face tanned, despite it being winter.


She glanced at the bicycle leaning against one wall. Biking to work would explain it. She had the brief, insane desire to grab his bike and escape the man’s hawklike gaze.


‘Sylvi,’ she whispered. ‘You don’t need to do this.’


‘Yes, I do,’ Sylvi snapped. ‘Burke, you might think you know about Naomi’s situation, but I can assure you that you do not.’


‘I know enough,’ Broussard said, his deep Cajun drawl rumbling out of his chest. It was a broad chest. A strong one.


He’d be able to protect Everett. And he had the reputation for taking on hard cases. Once she was back in prison, Everett would need all the help he could get.


‘Did you know she was out?’ Sylvi demanded.


‘I’d heard.’


‘Her sentence was overturned.’


‘On a technicality,’ Broussard said mildly, his Cajun accent thick. ‘An overturned conviction is not a declaration of innocence.’


And there was the rub. Naomi would never be looked at with anything other than derision again, and that hurt. However, Everett was more important than her hurt feelings.


‘I want to hire you,’ Naomi blurted out. ‘To protect my son.’


Sylvi and Broussard both turned to stare at her. Sylvi was stunned. Broussard looked . . . curious.


Curiosity was better than derision.


‘Naomi, no.’ Sylvi’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You can’t.’


‘I don’t have a choice.’ Tugging her hand free of Sylvi’s grip, she faced Broussard head-on. ‘I’ve been given an ultimatum. Transport illegal drugs or my son will be harmed. If I don’t do what they say, they will hurt him. He’s only sixteen. He’s innocent of all this.’


Broussard glanced at Sylvi, who was now openly crying.


Her boss had a tender heart. Which, Naomi supposed, was the reason Sylvi had given her a job to begin with.


‘Why not take this to the cops?’ he asked.


Naomi laughed bitterly. ‘Because they are the cops.’


Broussard’s body language abruptly changed. His arms had been locked across his chest, but he lowered them to his desk and leaned forward with narrowed eyes. ‘Who?’


‘Do you know a cop named John Gaffney?’


Broussard nodded, his expression giving nothing away. ‘I do.’


Naomi wanted to look away but forced herself to hold firm. Broussard wouldn’t respect her if she flinched. And if he didn’t respect her, he wouldn’t believe her.


Do this for Everett.


‘He used to report to Captain Cresswell.’ If she hadn’t been watching, she would have missed the small twitch of Broussard’s jaw. That was good. He didn’t like Cresswell. They had at least that in common. ‘I know you worked in Cresswell’s department for a few years. I know you . . . left.’


‘Escaped,’ Sylvi muttered, drying her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket. ‘Some people weren’t as lucky.’


‘Sylvi.’ Broussard’s voice softened. ‘Let me listen.’


‘She shouldn’t have needed to invoke the name of Gaffney or Cresswell to get you to listen,’ Sylvi snapped.


Naomi laid a hand on her boss’s arm. ‘He only knows what the media covered. He doesn’t know the truth.’


Broussard sat back in his chair. ‘Then tell me the truth.’


Naomi squared her shoulders. She didn’t have anything to lose. ‘I was an honest cop. I worked in the evidence room.’


‘Until you stole a kilo of cocaine.’


Naomi shook her head. ‘I never did. They hid it in my car. It was found when I stopped at a traffic accident.’


‘To supposedly help a woman whose car had been wrecked.’


Naomi remembered it all in sharp detail. ‘Her flashers were on and her car had been damaged. The front bumper was crushed and the driver’s-side windows were broken. She looked so young and scared when she ran into the road, motioning me to stop. So I stopped. I wasn’t on duty at the time, so I called it in as a hit-and-run and waited with her until the police arrived.’


‘And then?’ Broussard asked.


‘She’d asked to put her book bag in my back seat, because it was pouring down rain and her windows were broken. I let her stow it back there without another thought. The cops arrived, took her statement, then told her to get her book bag from my back seat. That’s when she saw the evidence bag. Her exclamation was so believable. Even I believed her for a moment. Until I realized what was happening. It was an evidence bag full of cocaine I’d processed.’ She lifted her chin again. ‘I was careful, Mr Broussard. I was meticulous, for all the years I did that job. There were two bags of cocaine confiscated in an arrest, but there was no record of the second bag being delivered to Evidence.’


‘Did you take it?’ he asked.


She met his gaze. ‘I did not.’


‘And the young woman?’


‘I’ll never forget her little smirk when the officer cuffed me. She was in on the frame.’


‘She was questioned.’


‘She was. She stuck to her story – and her prints weren’t on the bag. I didn’t see her put it there, but I don’t know how else it could have happened. The bag was stashed under the seat and the cop picked it up.’


‘That was Gaffney?’


‘No. That was Officer Morrell. He seemed genuinely shocked to find the drugs in my car.’


‘All right,’ Broussard said calmly. ‘Where does Gaffney come in?’


‘I kept saying I was innocent. I didn’t know how the coke got into my car, only that I didn’t put it there. I got an attorney and was ready to fight it. And then I got a visit from John Gaffney. I’d been released on bail and was at home. I wish I’d had cameras.’


‘You do now?’ he asked.


‘I sure do. Gaffney walked into my house like he owned it. Told me that I wouldn’t fight the charges. Showed me photos of my son at school.’ Her voice broke. ‘He was only ten. Gaffney said that my son would be sent to me “in pieces” if I fought the charges. To just “let it happen.”’


Broussard was watching her closely. ‘So you said nothing in your own defense.’


‘I went silent. My mother kept begging me to say something. To do something. But I was afraid. I was sure they would have followed through on the threat, Gaffney and Cresswell.’


‘So you were sentenced to prison.’


She nodded, her throat tight. ‘Spent five years inside.’


He didn’t offer condolences and that was somehow better. This man was all business and she appreciated it.


‘You got released on a technicality. How did that happen?’


‘My mother never believed I was guilty. She got me a new attorney. Mortgaged her house to pay the woman.’ And for that alone, Naomi would love her mother forever. ‘The attorney told Mom going in that it was a long shot. She filed a request for a lab test of the evidence – the bag of cocaine I supposedly stole. My first attorney hadn’t requested it. I think Gaffney got to him. Made him do a shoddy job. I could see a difference between one visit and the next. The man couldn’t meet my eyes. Changed his mind about me testifying in my own defense.’


‘But the second attorney was better.’


‘The second attorney was lucky,’ Naomi corrected. ‘The test on the coke came back as zero cocaine at all. It was ground-up Sheetrock.’


‘So the stolen evidence got stolen again?’ he asked.


‘Maybe. I don’t know. All I know is that my second attorney filed an immediate appeal. That Cresswell was somehow involved got it pushed through.’


He tilted his head to one side. ‘How did Cresswell factor in?’


‘He was Gaffney’s boss at the time. Captain Cresswell getting arrested got the DA to back off trying me a second time when the first conviction was overturned.’ Two and a half years before, the former NOPD captain had murdered a suspect and was now serving life. ‘Anything Cresswell touched is tainted now. So, like I said, my attorney got lucky. By extension, so did I.’


Broussard laced his fingers together, resting his joined hands on his stomach. ‘What brings you here today?’


‘I was leaving my job on Friday. I work for Sylvi.’


‘I wondered,’ Broussard said, glancing at Sylvi. ‘Hire a lot of ex-cons?’


‘Only innocent ones,’ Sylvi said, her glare not having faded an iota.


Broussard’s mouth kicked up into an almost-smile. ‘What happened on Friday, Miss Cranston?’


‘Gaffney approached me as I was getting into my car. Told me I was to transport packages for them in Sylvi’s florist van because we’re making so many deliveries right now.’


‘Mardi Gras parties,’ he murmured.


‘Exactly. I told him no. If I did something like that, I’d go back to prison. He started telling me my son’s schedule. He knew the names of his friends. He knew that Everett doesn’t come home for dinner most of the nights he’s with me.’


‘Joint custody?’ he asked.


‘I get weekends.’


‘Her son believes she’s guilty,’ Sylvi inserted. ‘Naomi’s ex poisoned the boy’s mind. Everett hangs with his friends so he doesn’t have to come home.’


Naomi shrugged, ignoring her broken heart. ‘As you said, Mr Broussard, an overturned conviction is not a declaration of innocence.’


‘True enough. Why do you think they’ve targeted you, Miss Cranston?’


‘I’ve racked my brain for six years, and I still don’t know. When I asked him why on Friday, all Gaffney said was that I wasn’t supposed to get out, that we had a deal but that I’d cheated them. I truly don’t know why he picked me, now or six years ago.’


‘Okay. What do you plan to do?’


She opened her mouth, suddenly unsure. She’d been sure just moments before, but now the plan that had seemed so clear was . . . not.


‘I won’t be their drug runner. Of that I’m certain. At least the last time, I knew I was innocent, despite what everyone else thought. If I do their bidding, I’ll be guilty. But if I don’t, they’ll hurt my son.’


Broussard was watching her thoughtfully, but he said nothing, so she soldiered on.


‘I can’t let them touch Everett,’ she said, hearing her own desperation.


‘I agree. So what do you plan to do?’ he asked again.


‘If I refuse to take their package, they’ll plant drugs in my car like last time. And if I do take their package, they’ll eventually arrange for a routine stop and I’ll be framed again.’


‘So what do you plan to do?’ he asked for a third time.


Her eyes were suddenly burning. ‘If you can assure me that my son will be safe, I’ll take their package and anonymously report myself to the police. I’ll . . .’ She exhaled shakily, panic rising despite her best efforts to beat it back. ‘I’ll go back to prison. I don’t want to, but I’ll do it to keep them away from Everett. As long as Everett will be safe once I’m out of the way.’


Sylvi leaned forward in her chair, her expression beseeching. ‘Please, Burke. Say that you can help her. Say that you can keep her and her son safe.’ New tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘Please. I’ll beg you if I have to.’


‘Sylvi,’ Broussard said quietly. ‘Stop. I don’t know exactly what I can do, but I’ll look into it. And, for now, I’ll put eyes on the boy.’


Relief rushed over Naomi like a wave. ‘You won’t let them hurt him?’


‘No, ma’am.’


‘My son won’t be cooperative,’ she warned.


Broussard smiled, revealing a deep dimple in one cheek. ‘He won’t be our first reluctant charge.’


‘My ex-husband won’t be pleased.’


‘I’ll deal with him, too, if need be.’


‘If you tell him that I’m being targeted, he’ll apply to have my custody revoked.’ Her shoulders sagged. ‘Although that might be safer for Everett.’


‘Does he love your son?’ Burke asked.


‘Yes,’ Naomi said, without hesitation. ‘He’ll want to keep Everett safe. But Jimmy hates me. He testified against me at my trial. He wanted me out of the way, too, so that he didn’t have to share custody.’


Broussard frowned. ‘I’ll try to make sure he understands the reality of the situation. Did you have any indication that he was involved in your arrest?’


Naomi slowly shook her head, because she’d wondered the same thing. ‘He cheated on me with a younger woman – who’s his new wife – and fought the reinstatement of my alimony when I was released. That is the other reason I think he testified against me. He didn’t want to have to pay alimony.’


‘I see,’ Broussard murmured.


‘And Naomi?’ Sylvi pushed. ‘What about her? She can’t go back to prison, Burke. They’ll kill her in there. And I’m not being dramatic. Someone nearly did kill her the first time.’


Burke lifted one hand, halting Sylvi’s argument. ‘I didn’t think you were being dramatic, Sylvi. I can only imagine what happens to a former cop in prison.’


It had been far worse than he could imagine.


Naomi fought the urge to touch her neck. Her scar wasn’t visible if her hair hung the right way. She didn’t want to draw attention to it. Didn’t want Burke Broussard to know.


She didn’t want his pity.


‘I can pay you,’ Naomi said. ‘I have a little money put away. I don’t know if I can afford you, but I’ll figure something out.’


‘We’ll deal with that later.’ He glanced at Sylvi. ‘We’ll protect Miss Cranston as well. For now, I want you to go back to work and try to act as if everything is normal. I’ll put someone on your security detail.’ He quickly checked his computer. ‘Val’s back in town. I’ll assign her. She’s a frequent visitor to the flower shop, so she won’t draw too much attention.’


Naomi had met Sylvi’s sister, Val, and trusted her. ‘Thank you.’


‘Don’t accept any packages, and if you get one, call me immediately. Don’t even touch it, either of you.’


For the first time in six years, hope bloomed in her heart. ‘Do you think you can help me avoid going back to prison, Mr Broussard?’


His gaze was serious. ‘I’m going to do my damnedest, ma’am.’


She shuddered as the tears finally fell. ‘Thank you.’
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 10:15 A.M.


‘DAMN, THAT CRESSWELL keeps coming back like a bad penny,’ Antoine Holmes said grimly after Burke had briefed his assembled crew in the conference room.


Burke had the feeling that Naomi Cranston and her son would need all the guarding his people could provide. Molly Sutton and Lucien Farrow were his top investigators, but they were also both capable bodyguards. Sometimes the job required both sets of skills. Antoine was Burke’s computer wizard. If anything needed doing – or hacking – in a computer network, Antoine was the man.


‘You’ve got Val at Sylvi’s shop now?’ Molly asked.


‘I do. I’ve asked Joy to schedule a protection detail for both Miss Cranston and her son. She’ll probably schedule you, Val, and Lucien, depending on how long the danger lasts.’


‘What do we know about her?’ Lucien asked.


She’s sad. Beautiful and sad, her brown eyes full of pain. Her dark hair was cut in a sleek bob that he guessed was intended to hide the scar on her throat, but it didn’t do a good enough job.


She’s lost hope. She’d fully expected him to turn her away. The woman who’d followed Sylvi into his office had kept her eyes down. Her posture had screamed defeat.


And, for a brief moment, that defeat had pleased Burke. Dirty cops were the lowest of the low in his book. But once he’d heard her story – hell, once she’d mentioned Cresswell and Gaffney – that feeling had turned to shame.


She came to me to humbly ask for help. And she shouldn’t have needed to tell him that former NOPD Captain Cresswell was involved to elicit his support.


She’s brave. Willing to return to prison to protect her son.


She met my eyes. Even though it had cost her to do so. She’d been terrified. But she’d met his eyes and told her truth.


I believe her. Because he knew the cops who’d framed her. Cresswell and Gaffney had tried to frame him, too. He’d just been luckier, apparently.


I respect her. And he’d help her to get her life back.


‘I think she’s being honest,’ he finally answered. ‘Antoine, what have you found out so far?’


‘She’s thirty-six,’ Antoine said. ‘Born and raised in New Orleans. Divorced Jimmy Haywood seven years ago. She has a sixteen-year-old son named Everett.’


‘The one she wants us to protect,’ Lucien said.


‘Wow,’ Antoine murmured. ‘She was sentenced to thirty years for theft and possession with intent to distribute.’


Burke remembered the day she’d been sentenced. He’d been glad she would pay for her crimes, that finally a dirty cop was being held accountable.


Except now he didn’t believe she’d been dirty.


‘How many of those thirty did she serve?’ Lucien asked.


‘She spent five years in prison and has been out for a year.’ Antoine frowned at one of his laptop screens. ‘She spent a month in the hospital and the prison infirmary after she was stabbed in the dining hall, a few days after she arrived. The knife nicked her liver and required the removal of her spleen. She was stabbed six times, including once in the throat. She nearly died.’


Remembering the scar on her neck, Burke felt sick. Six times.


He cleared his throat roughly. ‘And after that?’


Antoine gave him a curious look before returning his attention to his computer. ‘After that, she was put in protective custody.’


Solitary confinement. That couldn’t have been easy.


‘How did she meet Sylvi?’ Molly asked, also watching him.


Burke closed his expression, going neutral. But Molly didn’t appear fooled. Of all his people, she knew him the best. They’d served together in the Marine Corps, and when he’d decided to start his investigative firm, she’d been the first person he’d called.


She’d been his right hand for six years.


‘Sylvi volunteers with the horticulture program at the women’s prison,’ Burke said. ‘She shows the women how to plant and arrange flowers. The program also teaches them to plant a garden, harvest the vegetables, and cultivate fruit trees. Gives them something productive to do on the inside, plus a skill for when they get out. Naomi Cranston was in Sylvi’s class during the final three years of her incarceration.’


‘I thought she was in PC,’ Molly said.


‘She was for about a year,’ Antoine said. ‘After that she was returned to the general population. No other reports of injuries or attacks.’


Burke wondered how tough she’d been required to become to escape the remaining years unhurt. Cops were tough, but not prison tough. Especially after being in protective custody. Other inmates would have hated her.


‘She became the go-to person if one of the inmates needed help with flower arranging,’ Burke said. ‘She also tutored some of the women who were studying for their GEDs. Taught them other skills, too.’


‘Did Sylvi tell you this, or did Miss Cranston?’ Antoine asked.


‘Sylvi. Miss Cranston had become emotional by that point.’ The woman had burst into tears, and Burke had needed to force himself not to round his desk and hold her as she cried. The need to comfort her had been so powerful that it had left him shaken. ‘She’d excused herself to go to the powder room,’ he said, ‘and Sylvi told me that one day, Miss Cranston brought some yarn and a crochet hook into her flower class. One of the younger inmates had mentioned wanting to learn, so Miss Cranston taught her. Before long, they’d started a crochet group. The group continued after she left. They make hats for the homeless and for preemie babies. Stuff like that.’


‘You sound like you like her, boss,’ Antoine said, his brows raised.


‘I didn’t want to at first.’ He blew out a breath. ‘At first I told her no.’


‘I know,’ Antoine said with a grin. ‘I could hear Sylvi all the way back in my office. “Burke Broussard, you come back out here!”’


Burke felt his face heat. ‘Not my finest moment, I’ll admit. I think she got bad legal advice the first time around.’


‘Who was her attorney?’ Lucien asked.


Antoine checked his laptop. ‘Mason Lord. I don’t know anything about him.’


Lucien went still, and Burke wondered what he knew about the attorney. But Lucien didn’t offer any information, so Burke would wait and ask him in private. A former prosecutor, Lucien would look at Naomi Cranston’s case with a different perspective than Burke’s own.


‘This says that her husband testified against her.’ Antoine scowled. ‘What an asshole. Said she was mentally ill and had a drug problem, but there doesn’t seem to be any proof beyond his testimony. The report also says that she didn’t testify in her own defense, but she also refused a plea bargain.’


‘There’s usually a reason someone refuses to testify in their own defense,’ Lucien said, and there was something in his tone that got Burke’s hackles up.


‘Gaffney threatened her with harm to her son if she didn’t go along with their plan,’ Burke said.


‘Then why didn’t she take a plea?’ Lucien asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Burke admitted, not liking how defensive Lucien had him feeling. ‘We should ask her. But she’s still protecting her son. She’s willing to go back to prison to keep him safe.’


‘Or so she says,’ Lucien said mildly, his expression now stony.


‘Or so she says.’ Burke nodded stiffly. ‘But I believe her.’


‘And this Gaffney character?’ Molly asked.


‘He’s been in Narcotics for at least fifteen years,’ Burke said. ‘He was one of Cresswell’s detectives. I wasn’t partnered with him, but I did work with him on a few cases. The guy’s dirty, but I could never prove it. No one could.’ He hesitated. ‘He tried to get me to accept a bag of heroin that he’d skimmed from a bust.’


That got a stunned reaction from his people.


‘What did you do?’ Lucien asked.


‘Took the matter to Cresswell, who asked me if I had proof. When I said that I didn’t, Cresswell told me it was Gaffney’s word against mine and Gaffney had been a detective a lot longer. Then, as I was leaving his office, he said, “Next time, just say yes.”’


‘And you couldn’t prove that, either,’ Molly murmured.


‘I hadn’t thought about wearing a wire into my captain’s office. I didn’t think I needed to. I didn’t realize until that moment that Cresswell was dirty, too. I considered going to PIB, but that’s a big step for any cop.’ Talking to the Public Integrity Bureau – NOPD’s Internal Affairs – could make a cop’s life miserable. And dangerous. ‘But before I could decide if I wanted to go the PIB route, I got attacked by some young punk on the street. My partner was testifying in court, so everyone knew that I’d be alone that day. I called for backup and nobody came. I managed to overpower the little bastard and I hauled his ass in, but he wouldn’t say why he’d targeted me. That’s when I figured I needed to get out. I tried to transfer to another department, but Cresswell blocked it. I figured that to protect myself I needed something on Cresswell, so I kept my eyes open. I watched him like a damn hawk.’


‘You once said you had proof that he was hiring male prostitutes,’ Molly said, ‘and that was what allowed you to walk away.’


Burke winced. ‘I didn’t really have any hard proof. Just rumor, really. If I’d had proof, I would have used it. But Cresswell believed my bluff when I told him I was resigning and that he’d better not interfere. I’d just gotten another visit from Gaffney. He cornered me at the gym, in the shower, actually, so he could be sure I didn’t have any recording devices on me. Threatened my family. He had photos of my godsons on his phone. Told me where they went to school and what their after-school schedule was like. Told me he’d send them back to me “in pieces.”’


‘He threatened Naomi Cranston the same way,’ Molly said.


‘He did. That’s when I knew she was telling me the truth.’


‘What did you do?’ Lucien asked.


‘Told André.’ Antoine’s brother was one of the few cops Burke trusted implicitly. ‘He was the one who told me about Cresswell and the prostitutes. He’d been watching the man for a long time. But Gaffney is smart. No one can pin anything on him.’


‘I know,’ Antoine said quietly. ‘André had me look at Cresswell, on the down-low, of course. Only time he ever asked me to do something like that for him. And then you quit the very next day. I always wondered if there was a connection.’


Burke felt a surge of affection for both Holmes brothers. André was an NOPD captain and one of Burke’s closest friends. ‘Did you find anything on Cresswell back then?’


‘Only the prostitution rumor, which I told André about.’


‘So that was from you. Thank you, Antoine.’


Antoine looked embarrassed at the gratitude. ‘I never found anything concrete on either man. Only a lot of rumor and innuendo. But PIB did look at Gaffney closely after Cresswell went to prison. Unfortunately, nothing came up.’


Burke purposely did not look at Antoine’s screen. Hacking into the Public Integrity Bureau was a no-no. But Burke wanted the information and was grateful that Antoine could slip in and out of the NOPD’s records undetected.


André might not be so grateful, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


‘When did you find the PIB report?’ Burke asked.


‘This morning. Sylvi asked me if I knew anything about Gaffney and Cresswell. I hadn’t checked on them in a while, but I figured you’d want to know.’


Molly got up to take notes on the whiteboard. ‘What specifically did PIB investigate Gaffney for after Cresswell’s arrest?’


‘Skimming from confiscated drugs and extortion,’ Antoine said. ‘But nothing stuck. And, looking at the names of the investigators, I think it was a righteous investigation. André trusts them.’


André had been wrong about people a few times in the past, but overall, his intuition was very good.


‘Gaffney knows how to cover his tracks,’ Burke murmured.


‘Maybe it made him cocky,’ Molly said thoughtfully. ‘It was a risk, coming up to Miss Cranston like that. In public.’


‘Nobody could hear what they were saying, even if they were captured on a security camera. Antoine, can you—’


‘Already on it, boss,’ Antoine said. ‘I have access to the security cams around Sylvi’s shop. I keep an eye out for her. For Val.’


Because they’d all become protective of Val’s sister.


‘Anything?’


Antoine turned his laptop around so that Burke could see the camera feed from outside Sylvi’s shop. Sure enough, John Gaffney was approaching Naomi Cranston, looming over her. She was at least five-ten, but Gaffney was taller. And when the detective backed her against her car, her fear was clear to see. So was the word ‘no’ on her lips, her head shaking vigorously to underscore it.


Burke felt a sting on his palms and realized he was clenching his fists. He relaxed them, but not before catching all three of his people watching him.


‘I hate that she’s being victimized again,’ he said. ‘She got railroaded the first time and now they’re coming back for another go.’


‘Why was she chosen the first time?’ Molly asked, noting the question on the whiteboard. ‘Why frame Naomi Cranston at all? Did she piss someone off? Accuse someone of something? What did she do to place herself in their crosshairs?’


‘I asked her the same thing but she said she didn’t know. Not six years ago or now. On Friday, when she asked Gaffney why he was coming after her, he said that they’d had a deal and that she’d cheated them when she was released from prison.’


‘A deal?’ Molly frowned. ‘That sounds like it’s personal. When was she arrested?’


‘Six years ago last December fourteenth,’ Antoine said.


‘Merry Christmas to her,’ Molly murmured. ‘What about the woman she stopped to help?’


‘The one who smirked at her when she was being arrested,’ Burke added. ‘Naomi thinks the woman was involved.’


‘Could this woman have planted the drugs?’ Lucien asked.


‘I think so,’ Burke said, ‘and so does Naomi, but all she saw the woman do was put her book bag in her back seat. She couldn’t swear to anything else.’


‘Who was this woman who allegedly put the drugs there?’ Lucien still didn’t look convinced of Naomi’s innocence, but that was okay. He was participating and Burke appreciated that.


‘Winnifred Timms. White, age nineteen at the time of the incident. She was initially interviewed by . . .’ Antoine sighed. ‘John Gaffney.’


‘Surprise, surprise,’ Burke drawled. ‘You said initially. Was she interviewed again later?’


‘By PIB,’ Antoine said. ‘Her story never changed and she was deemed a credible witness.’


‘She had a book bag,’ Molly said. ‘Was she a student? And if so, where?’


Antoine did another search. ‘University of New Orleans. Majored in finance. It appears that she graduated two years ago and is now getting her MBA at Loyola.’


‘Dig into her financials,’ Burke requested. ‘Find out if she received any suspicious sums in the months after Naomi’s arrest.’


‘Will do.’ Antoine clicked a few more times. ‘She lives off-campus. Rents a room in an apartment on Josephine Street.’


‘We should pay her a visit,’ Lucien said.


Burke nodded. ‘Take Molly with you. Try not to let her know why we’re asking questions. If Winnifred was involved, she might tell the wrong people that Naomi has hired us.’


‘What about Naomi’s son?’ Molly asked.


‘I’m going to see his father at work,’ Burke said. ‘I can put a detail on Everett without telling the father, but only outside his house, and I want someone closer to the kid. Naomi is afraid her ex will fight her for full custody once he finds out that her son’s been threatened, but at this point she thinks that might be safest for the boy.’


‘Hard call,’ Antoine said quietly. ‘Giving up her weekends with the kid like that.’


It clearly broke Naomi’s heart. ‘Although it seems he’d rather spend all his time with his father anyway.’


But Burke would make sure the kid understood the magnitude of his mother’s sacrifice when this was all over.


‘And once her ex agrees?’ Lucien asked. ‘If he agrees? Who are you going to assign?’


‘Probably Harrison.’ The man had been with them on a part-time basis for three years. ‘He’s retiring from NOPD in a few weeks and has at least that much vacation to use up first. He told me to put him in for full-time.’


‘Smart – he’s good with teenagers,’ Molly said. ‘But what if Naomi’s ex says no?’


‘I’ll still have Harrison keep eyes on him, even if Mr Haywood refuses to cooperate.’ Because he’d promised Naomi Cranston that her son would not be harmed. ‘Keep me informed, guys.’


Antoine gathered his laptops and waved goodbye. Molly stood, waiting for Lucien, who was frowning.


‘Give me a minute, Mol,’ Lucien said. ‘I need to talk to Burke.’


She silently left the room, closing the door behind her.


‘Go ahead,’ Burke said. ‘Let’s have it.’


‘You went from telling this woman no to going full throttle for her in a single conversation. How do you know she didn’t drop Cresswell’s name just to get you on her side?’


‘Fair question.’ Even though the pushback chafed him, Burke was grateful that he didn’t employ automatons. ‘It was what Gaffney said to her. That he’d send her Everett “in pieces.” I believed her.’


‘She’s pretty,’ Lucien said mildly.


Burke nodded, refusing to deny it. ‘She is.’


Very pretty.


‘But there’s more to it than that.’ Lucien studied him. ‘She’s broken and you want to fix her.’


Burke didn’t completely agree. ‘She’s a little bit broken, sure. Prison will do that to a person. And then, just when she thought that her life had restarted, Gaffney shows up and pulls the rug out from under her.’


Lucien sighed. ‘I hope we’re on the right side here, Burke.’


‘What do you know?’


‘Mason Lord, her first attorney. He was a prosecutor at the same time that I was. He ended up going the defender route. He’s a good guy. Honest and upright. Even if he couldn’t get her acquitted, I know he tried his best.’


‘She thinks Gaffney got to him.’


Lucien shook his head. ‘I can’t see it.’


‘Tell you what. You and Molly talk to Naomi before you talk to the woman she stopped to help the night of her arrest. Talk to Mason Lord. Then come back and we’ll discuss this again.’


‘Okay.’ Lucien stood and gripped Burke’s shoulder. ‘You know I’m with you. I just don’t want to see you taken in by a pretty face.’


‘What would be her endgame?’ Burke asked. ‘What can she possibly expect to achieve by lying to us? She’s ready to go back to prison to protect her son.’


‘Or so she says,’ Lucien said for a second time. ‘I’ll talk to her and I’ll let you know.’


The Central Business District, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 10:15 A.M.


Detective John Gaffney sat in one of the visitor chairs, a scowl on his face. ‘You were right. She and her boss went to Broussard’s office this morning.’


Of course I was right. ‘We knew this was a possibility. She has a better support network now than she did six years ago.’


‘Of all the people to give her a job,’ Gaffney grumbled.


‘We’ve known that Naomi Cranston’s boss is the sister of one of Broussard’s people for a year now,’ he said, remaining calm.


Gaffney glared. ‘Yet you still sent me to threaten the bitch. I’m on camera with Cranston, threatening her. Not you.’


‘That was your mistake.’ And it might end up being a costly one. Gaffney should have confronted her outside her house or in the parking lot of a grocery store. He should have disguised himself better. He was getting cocky, which was what had gotten their former associate into trouble. He hadn’t realized how much energy Cresswell had expended managing Gaffney. It was exhausting. ‘Besides, using her was your idea, Detective.’


Not entirely true. He’d just let Gaffney think it was his idea.


Gaffney came to his feet, planting his hands on the desk and leaning in, his face tight with anger. ‘That was before I knew who her new boss was! Afterward I told you that this was a fucking stupid idea.’


Gaffney had said exactly that, actually. But it had been worth the risk. It still was. Naomi Cranston needed to go back to prison. It was that simple.


It was also that complicated. He needed the woman back in prison for personal reasons that Gaffney would never be privy to. Not ever.


If Gaffney knew . . .


I’d find myself blackmailed in a heartbeat.


But the man was easily manipulated – useful in a foot soldier, but in a partner? Not so much.


Which was why John Gaffney would never be his partner.


Of course Gaffney thought he was a partner – because he was easily manipulated.


It was better to let Gaffney think he had an equal say until he no longer needed the detective. He and Gaffney were rebuilding their contacts and connections. Their network had been neglected for the past two and a half years out of necessity.


Cresswell’s arrest had shone an unwelcome light on their business, so they’d laid low. That meant their dealers and distributors had gone to work with others. Many had left New Orleans for other cities. They would be rebuilding for at least a year.


More importantly, there was the new business. One he’d put a lot of his own money into financing. He could manage the staffing for the new business on his own while Gaffney ran defense with the NOPD. Making sure the right people looked the other way.


Once they’d solidified the operation, Gaffney would no longer be useful. He’d suffer a heart attack or maybe he’d have a car accident on a rainy evening. Anything that didn’t raise red flags within the department.


Gaffney was still leaning into his space, still huffing like a bull. Daring me to huff back. But that was never going to happen.


Unlike Gaffney, I maintain my calm.


‘Sit down, Detective Gaffney.’


Gaffney’s nostrils flared and for a moment, he wondered if the man was going to hit him.


Let him try.


But Gaffney’s sense of self-preservation must have kicked in, because the detective sat down.


He inclined his head. ‘Thank you. As I was saying, we knew the involvement of Broussard was a possibility.’ He hadn’t considered it a high likelihood, however, because Naomi Cranston had never sought help in the past. She was supposed to fold in the face of threats to her son, just like she had six years before.


She was supposed to obey.


The woman needed to be brought to heel.


He rested his hands on his desk. ‘That just means we have to deal with her swiftly. Before Broussard can start digging.’


‘What does that mean?’ Gaffney asked, still belligerent. ‘Dealing with her? I thought we didn’t want to kill her.’


‘We don’t.’ Not unless it was absolutely necessary. He didn’t like murder. It was too messy. Invited too much attention. Murder was what had gotten Cresswell incarcerated, after all. ‘Clearly she didn’t believe you meant business regarding her son. Pick the kid up this afternoon, after school. He’s not due to go to his mother’s house this week. Where is he likely to go? Will he go home, to his father’s house?’


‘He doesn’t usually go straight home, regardless of which house he’s going to. He’ll either go to one of his friends’ houses or the girl’s house.’


Because of course there was a girl. Boys Everett Haywood’s age always had a girl in the picture.


‘Grab the kid and drive him around the block a few times. Blindfold him. Tie his hands. Take his phone. Give him a scare, then let him out only far enough away that he can still walk home. Count on Broussard having someone watching the boy, though. Don’t get caught, and don’t let him see your face.’


Gaffney lifted his chin. ‘Don’t patronize me.’


He smiled tightly. ‘Don’t fuck this one up.’


Gaffney clenched his teeth. ‘You’re an asshole.’


‘I am. But I’m the asshole who manages the cash. Speaking of cash, Broussard will find the bank accounts. We need to close them out. Freddie opened them, she’ll have to close them.’


Gaffney nodded. ‘I’ll take care of it.’


‘As soon as possible,’ he stressed.


‘Fine. I said I’ll take care of it.’


‘Thank you. Is there anything else we need to discuss?’ Because he was already late for his next meeting, which was clear across town. Unfortunately, he’d have to be even later because there were still several details to attend to.


He was thinking ahead, reorganizing all the plan Bs he’d developed in the event Broussard became involved. He’d been studying Broussard for a while. He knew exactly how to get the PI to back off.


Gaffney scowled at him. ‘Yeah, what are you going to be doing?’


He might not like murder, but he found himself fantasizing about it a lot more often now that he had to manage Gaffney.


That Gaffney hadn’t already been arrested by NOPD was merely testament to the strength of the alliances they’d made. Cresswell and I.


‘One, I’ll be reminding Cresswell to remain quiet.’


Gaffney scoffed. ‘He’s in solitary. Who’s he gonna talk to?’


He just looked at Gaffney, saying nothing. Finally, the man rolled his eyes.


‘Fine,’ Gaffney said. ‘But his reach is severely limited.’


‘On that we can agree.’


‘How are you going to remind him, then? It’s not like you can visit him without the entire state knowing about it.’


‘Did you really think I haven’t been monitoring him daily? That I’d just leave him to talk to whoever he wanted? I have people inside.’


Gaffney looked reluctantly impressed. ‘Well, that’s good. I wondered why he hadn’t caved yet.’


‘Better hope he doesn’t,’ he said ominously.


If Cresswell talked, they were all toast.


Gaffney shrugged. ‘He knows his family is forfeit if he does.’


‘I don’t depend on Cresswell’s devotion to his wife and kids. So I remind him every now and then.’


Daily. Like clockwork.


Because I am organized. Unlike the detective slouched in the chair in front of him.


‘And the second thing?’ Gaffney asked. ‘You said Cresswell was “one.” I assume there’s something else.’


‘I’m going to have that package delivered to Miss Cranston.’


‘How?’


‘Not your concern. You focus on the kid. I’ll take care of his mother.’


‘Okay.’ Gaffney rose and straightened his suit coat. ‘I have to get to my desk now or the new captain will nag. Keep me up to speed and I’ll do the same.’


As if they were partners. ‘Will do.’


He waited until Gaffney was gone, then said quietly, ‘You can come in now.’


Wayne Stanley entered and sat in the chair that Gaffney had vacated and waited, pen poised. His assistant was ruthlessly efficient.


‘I assume you heard everything.’


Stanley nodded. ‘I listened, just as you instructed.’


‘Good. We need to distract Broussard.’


‘Understood. You’d like me to put plan B into motion.’


‘I would. I think if you wait outside the Kristiansen woman’s flower shop, you’ll be able to access the vehicle of at least one of Broussard’s people. More, if we’re lucky.’


‘Speaking of luck, you need to get out of here. It’s going to take you significantly longer to get to the warehouse, considering the traffic.’


He locked up his desk. ‘At least the Delgados can’t start without me. Do you have the files on the new inventory?’


‘I’ve sent them to your phone. I think you’ll be pleased with the additions. Freddie and Elaine have really outdone themselves. I do believe we’re fully stocked for this weekend.’


When the big parades took place. The city would be flooded with more than a million tourists by the weekend. Tourists who’d be looking to party.


He had exactly what they’d be wanting.


‘Good to hear.’ At least something was going right. ‘Once I’ve met with Elaine, I’ll send her over to you. You’ll need another pair of hands to get started on plan B.’


Stanley saluted. ‘Distract Broussard. And if that doesn’t work? If he gets too close?’


‘Then we’ll move along the alphabet.’


Plan Z would be their last resort, because he really did dislike murder.
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Kenner, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 12:05 P.M.


‘HEY,’ SYLVI SAID, sticking her head into the flower shop’s workroom, her expression tense. ‘A car just pulled into the parking lot. This may be the package we’re waiting for.’


Having been on tenterhooks all morning, Naomi accidentally decapitated the roses she’d been prepping. ‘Shit,’ she muttered, then looked to her new bodyguard. ‘Broussard said to call him when the package was delivered.’


Val Sorensen looked up from the camera feed on her phone, her smile calm. ‘The camera at the front door is showing two of my colleagues – Molly Sutton and Lucien Farrow. Didn’t recognize them at first. They’re both disguised.’


Everett. ‘Is it about Everett?’


‘Burke would have called if it were,’ Val assured her.


The bell over the front door jingled and Sylvi hurried to the counter, leaving the door open so that Naomi and Val could hear what was happening.


‘Ooh, honey, look!’ The woman had a twangy drawl. ‘Can we have roses at our wedding?’


Val snickered. ‘That’s Molly.’


‘You know my mother is allergic to roses, pet,’ a man said.


Val’s lips twitched. ‘And that’s Lucien. They’re pretending to be an engaged couple so no one wonders why they’ve come in.’


‘That’s why I want roses,’ the woman said sweetly. ‘If your mother is sneezing, she can’t say awful things to me.’


Val chuckled. ‘Molly isn’t normally the dramatic one. That’s usually me.’


Naomi tried to relax. Val was right. Surely Broussard would have called directly if something was wrong with Everett.


‘Welcome,’ Sylvi said, playing along. ‘Let me flip the sign to closed and we’ll go back to my office and talk about your special day.’


Sylvi and the two PIs entered the workroom and Val smirked.


‘Wow,’ Val said to the woman with long black hair hanging halfway down her back and a wide-brimmed hat that hid her face. But her hair wasn’t what drew the eye. No, that would be the woman’s breasts about to pop right out of her very low-cut dress. ‘You’re bustin’ loose, girl.’


Molly glanced around the room, then mouthed, ‘Are we secure?’


Val nodded. ‘I did a sweep for cameras and listening devices when I got here and I’ve been running an audio jammer the whole time, just in case anyone’s sitting outside with a mic. And no one who might be watching would recognize you, anyway, because no one would be looking at your face.’


‘That was the point.’ The woman smiled at Naomi. ‘Miss Cranston, I’m Molly Sutton. I work for Burke Broussard. This is our colleague, Lucien Farrow. I hope we didn’t frighten you.’


‘Everett,’ Naomi whispered. ‘Is he all right?’


‘We don’t know,’ Lucien said brusquely, and Naomi’s panic took flight, her heart banging against her rib cage.


Oh no. No, no, please no.


‘They got him?’ Naomi gasped out.


‘No, Everett is fine.’ Molly gave Lucien a puzzled look before returning her attention to Naomi. ‘What he means is that Everett’s not the reason we’re here. Burke has assigned our colleague Harrison Banks to watch him. He’s parked outside Everett’s school. How close he can get to guard your son will depend on Burke’s meeting with your ex-husband, which should be happening very soon. Burke’s sitting in your husband’s lobby, waiting to be called in.’


Naomi sank to one of the stools at the worktable, her lungs struggling to take in enough air. Everett was all right. For now. ‘Thank you.’


Molly’s smile was warm. ‘You’re welcome.’


When she could breathe again, Naomi studied the pair. Molly Sutton appeared calm, but the man – Lucien Farrow – was regarding her with subtle hostility.


Naomi couldn’t let that stand. These people were supposed to be helping her. They were supposed to be protecting Everett.


‘You want me to know that you don’t trust me, don’t you?’ she asked him.


He blinked. ‘What? No. Of course not.’


‘Sir, after five years in prison, I can spot hostility when I see it, even if you’re trying to hide it. Heck, after one week I was able to spot it.’


Too bad that skill had come too late. Her scars were testament to that.


Molly glanced at Lucien before sliding onto a stool at the worktable. ‘We just wanted to talk with you before we got started on your case.’


Naomi believed Molly, at least. ‘Okay, ask me your questions. I will answer to the best of my ability.’


‘Why do you think you went to prison?’ Lucien asked, still brusque.


‘Right to the point,’ Naomi murmured. She met the man’s eyes, refusing to quail at the anger she saw there. ‘I was framed and then threatened by an NOPD detective, who said if I didn’t allow myself to be convicted that they’d hurt my son.’


‘Detective Gaffney,’ Molly said.


‘Yes, Miss Sutton.’


‘Call me Molly. What exactly did he say to you and where and when did he say it?’


‘He came to my mother’s house. I’d been released on bail and I was staying with her. Gaffney showed up with photos of Everett. He knew where he’d be and who he’d be with. His exact words were “Cooperate and he stays healthy. Fight these charges, and we’ll send him to you in pieces.”’


Sylvi shuddered out a breath. ‘Naomi.’


‘I’m okay, Sylvi. As long as Mr Broussard protects him, I’ll be okay.’


‘What did your attorney say when you told him?’ Lucien asked, reclaiming her attention. His eyes were cold.


‘I didn’t tell him.’


‘Why not?’ Lucien asked.


At least his voice was asking. His eyes were demanding.


‘I didn’t know who to trust at that point. This was my son’s life. I wasn’t taking chances.’


‘So your attorney knew nothing about this plot?’


There was something in the way the man said ‘plot.’


‘Are you saying I’m lying, Mr Farrow?’


‘Of course not,’ he said smoothly. ‘I’m just saying you can’t blame your incarceration on your lawyer if he didn’t have all the details.’


‘I almost did tell him,’ she responded. ‘But then he said he’d reconsidered my trial strategy. I shouldn’t testify in my own defense. There was something in the way that he said it. He just blurted it out and he wouldn’t meet my eyes. He was scared. Then so was I. I knew they’d gotten to him.’


Lucien’s eyes flashed in anger. ‘You’ve assumed quite a lot, Miss Cranston.’ He leaned against the worktable, his pose misleadingly unbothered. ‘Why didn’t you take the plea bargain if you were intent on going to prison?’


She glared at him. ‘Because I was never offered a plea bargain.’


Something gleamed in his eyes. ‘Yes, ma’am, you were.’ Satisfaction at catching her in a lie? Except he hadn’t, because she was telling the truth.


She sat up straighter. ‘And I’m telling you that I wasn’t. If they’d offered me one, I’m not sure I would have taken it, because that meant I was admitting to being guilty and I could never bring myself to do that. But if I had, I probably could have gotten a much shorter sentence. And if I’d taken a plea, Gaffney would have been satisfied that I’d done what he said and Everett would have been safe a lot earlier. But it’s moot because there was no offer.’


Lucien took a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table. Naomi picked it up, frowning at the words on the page, which didn’t make any sense. They were printed on the letterhead of the District Attorney’s Office of Orleans Parish. A summary of her case. Five words had been highlighted in bright yellow.


Defendant declined a plea deal.


She read the words again and they made no more sense the second time. Plea deal? What plea deal?


The deal would have reduced her sentence from thirty years to ten, with time off for good behavior. All she would have needed to do was tell them who she’d planned to sell the cocaine to.


She looked up, bewildered. ‘I’ve never seen this document before.’


‘It has your signature on it,’ Lucien said, his mouth a flat line.


She shook her head. ‘That’s not my signature. I don’t know whose it is.’ She tossed the page back at him. ‘Believe me or don’t, but I did not know I’d been offered a deal.’


He started to take the page back, but Val snapped it up and read it quickly.


‘Naomi, this is important,’ she said quietly. ‘Did your new attorney know about this?’


‘If she did, I never heard about it. I can call and ask her.’


‘Do that,’ Lucien said. ‘I’ll wait.’


Val scowled at him. ‘What the fuck, Lucien? She’s the client, not a suspect.’


‘I’m protecting Burke. What if she’s lying, Val? What if she wants us to protect her son for another reason? What if she’s working for Gaffney?’


‘I’d die first,’ Naomi whispered.


Sylvi blanched. ‘Naomi.’ She turned to Lucien. ‘She was considering it, you asshole. She was thinking of killing herself when I found her on Friday. If you push her into self-harm, there will be nowhere you can hide from me.’


‘Whoa.’ Molly lifted her hands. ‘Everyone calm down. Lucien, you clearly have information the rest of us don’t have. What is it?’


‘I know Mason Lord. He wouldn’t shaft a client like that. He’s honest.’


Naomi sighed. Mason Lord had seemed honest at first. And then he’d seemed scared. ‘Does he have a family, Mr Farrow? Children?’


Lucien frowned, uncertainty flickering in his eyes for the first time since he’d walked through the door. ‘Yes.’


‘Then how do you know that Gaffney didn’t threaten them?’ she asked. ‘Like he threatened my son?’


Lucien opened his mouth, clearly ready to defend his attorney friend. Then he frowned. ‘It’s unlikely, but I suppose it’s possible.’


‘A possibility we will check out,’ Molly said crisply. ‘Is this why we’re here, Lucien? So you could judge our client’s veracity?’


‘Yes,’ Lucien said evenly. ‘That’s exactly why. If she’s lying, we need to know. Burke’s not just looking to protect her, and you know it as well as I do. He wants to clear her name.’


Molly nodded slowly. ‘He does.’


Lucien folded his arms across his chest. ‘So his reputation may depend on this.’


‘Burke can take care of his own reputation,’ Val said. ‘But since you’re so worried about it, I think he needs to go with you when you talk to this guy. Just to be sure.’


‘That makes sense.’ Lucien drew a breath. ‘Tell me what your attorney did in the courtroom.’


‘Not much. Never made a single objection. Only called my mother to the stand, and mothers are not reliable witnesses for the defense. He didn’t call any of the cops who would have vouched for my integrity. He didn’t object when Gaffney took the stand against me and told so many lies, or when my own husband lied and said I was a drug user. Mason Lord just . . . let it happen. And then the judge said thirty years, and I knew my life was over. But that Everett would be safe. Look, Mr Farrow, I didn’t ask Mr Broussard to clear my name. I only asked him to protect my son. I need to know that you’re at least on board to do that. He’s only sixteen.’


The man’s lips thinned. ‘I have nothing against your son. We’ll keep him safe.’


‘That’s all I’ve asked for. If I can also be helped, I won’t turn that down. But my son is the priority.’ She was trembling, but she didn’t break eye contact with the man. ‘Are we finished here?’


‘For now,’ Molly said kindly. ‘I want to try to understand why you were targeted in the first place, but I think we’ve upset you enough for one afternoon. I’ll come back later.’


Hopefully without Mr Farrow. ‘Thank you.’


Carrollton, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 12:25 P.M.


‘Mr Broussard.’ Jimmy Haywood sat behind his desk, a concerned expression on his face. ‘You mentioned this is about my son?’


Burke didn’t like him on sight, but that could have had something to do with him being Naomi’s ex. According to Antoine, they’d been married for ten years before divorcing due to ‘irreconcilable differences.’ Naomi had said that Jimmy had cheated with a younger woman.


So yeah, he really disliked Jimmy.


‘Your ex-wife came to see me this morning. She hired me to protect your son.’


‘My ex-wife is mentally ill. I’m so sorry she wasted your time. If that’s all, you can stop wasting mine.’


Burke didn’t believe Naomi was mentally ill, but he thought about Lucien’s concerns and knew he had to dig deeper.


He kept his tone confused. ‘Mentally ill? How so?’


‘She’s delusional and she’s a thief. You know that she was in prison, right?’


‘Yes, I’m aware. I’m also aware that her conviction was overturned.’


Haywood waved a hand. ‘On a technicality. Look, she didn’t need to steal that cocaine. She didn’t need the money. I gave her sufficient alimony.’ He scowled. ‘I still give her alimony. Way more than she deserves. She steals because it’s . . . I don’t know. Fun?’


Burke let the alimony comment slide for now. Antoine’s cursory check of Naomi’s financials showed that, between her salary at the flower shop and the alimony, she was doing all right. The alimony wasn’t extravagant, but it was enough to keep her lights on. The mental health claim was more of a concern – mostly because her ex-husband really seemed to think that she had stolen the evidence.


‘You think she has kleptomania?’


‘That and she’s a drug abuser. Why else would she have stolen that bag of coke? If it went missing, she’d have been the first person suspected since handling evidence was her job. She had to have known she’d get caught.’


‘True enough. Has she stolen anything else?’


‘Not that they’ve caught her doing, but she got cocky.’


‘I see.’ Haywood had clearly given this a lot of thought, but he’d ended up in the wrong place. ‘Did you ever think that she didn’t steal the cocaine?’


Haywood laughed, a hollow sound. ‘No. At the beginning she talked about how she’d been set up by the NOPD and all that nonsense. Then she just folded like a cheap suit. She never even spoke in her own defense. How is that not mentally ill? How can anyone believe her to be not guilty?’


Burke considered his words carefully. Antoine’s background check on Jimmy Haywood showed that he was financially solid. He worked for his father’s insurance firm, which had an A+ rating.


Jimmy Haywood seemed honest enough from a legal standpoint. Morally, maybe not so much.


‘Do you love your son, sir?’ Burke asked.


Haywood blinked. ‘Of course I do. He’s my son. I hate the time when he’s not in my home. I hate that he’s with Naomi. I hate that he’s exposed to her mental illness, especially now that she’s an ex-con. Who knows how twisted prison left her? But I have to say that now that she’s hired you, claiming our son is in danger, I have sufficient leverage to get full custody back. She’s delusional.’


‘What if she’s not?’ Burke asked quietly.


Haywood shook his head in disbelief. ‘You believe her? Really?’


‘I believe certain things she’s said,’ Burke hedged. He actually believed her wholeheartedly, despite Lucien’s concern. ‘Did you know that she was threatened with harm to your son if she fought the charges six years ago?’


Haywood was still shaking his head. ‘You seem like an intelligent man, Mr Broussard. I did a quick internet search on your firm before I invited you into my office. You’ve been very successful since you hung your PI shingle. But as a former cop, surely you see that she’s lying. No one threatened her.’


‘It’s because I’m a former cop that I believe her, sir.’ Burke watched the man’s eyes for his reaction and was relieved to see a flicker of hesitation. ‘Look, I’ll be blunt with you, because we’re talking about the safety of your son. Naomi Cranston is not the first person to cross my path who was confronted by the NOPD in such a way. And she was confronted again on Friday afternoon. There are recordings of the encounter outside her place of employment.’


Haywood frowned. ‘You’re serious.’


‘I am. And if it makes a difference, she’s aware that you’ll use this to regain full custody. She thinks it might be safer for Everett not to be with her until this situation is resolved.’


Haywood’s frown deepened. ‘That’s . . . new.’


‘She’s scared, sir. And, given what I know, she has a right to be.’


Haywood drew a breath. ‘What would your protection look like?’


‘A bodyguard attached to your son, preferably twenty-four-seven. At a minimum, he’d sit outside your house, monitoring any risks or threats. Ideally, he’d be stationed inside your home—’


‘No,’ Haywood snapped before Burke had finished speaking. ‘You will not come into my home. My wife is pregnant and I won’t stress her. We have young children and a bodyguard would frighten them.’


The presence of a bodyguard might save their lives, Burke wanted to say, but did not. ‘Then we would station our protection detail outside your house.’


Haywood said nothing for a long moment, during which he looked like he might agree to an external presence, at least. Then he shook his head again. ‘No, thank you, Mr Broussard. I won’t whip my family into a terrified frenzy because my ex-wife is insane. We will be fine. There is no threat.’


‘She still has custodial rights and she’s asked us to watch over Everett. We will do that, with or without your consent.’ He held up his hand when Haywood opened his mouth, his expression one of rage. ‘From a distance, of course. It’s not ideal, but we’ll work with what we have.’


‘You’re as delusional as she is.’ Haywood’s eyes were crackling with fury. ‘I should call the cops right now and report you.’


‘That’s your right, of course. But, given that the threat is coming from a cop, that will only put your son in more danger.’


Haywood lurched to his feet, his fists clenched. ‘Get out of my office before I call security.’


Burke rose, sliding a business card onto the man’s desk. ‘If you see anything odd around your house, feel free to call me.’


Haywood ripped Burke’s card into confetti. ‘Get. Out.’


Burke got out, exhaling once he was clear of the man’s office door.


‘He didn’t like what you had to say, huh?’ the receptionist asked dryly. ‘Thanks for pushing him into a bad mood. My day’s gonna be great from here on out.’


‘Does he have issues with his temper?’ Burke asked.


‘I see nothing, I hear nothing.’ She glanced at a complicated phone, which had just lit up. ‘He’s making a call.’


Haywood was probably calling his divorce attorney. Or the cops to report Burke and his wife’s ‘empty’ accusations. That had been a possible outcome. But a call to the divorce lawyer was the more likely scenario. ‘Thanks for the warning.’


The woman hesitated. ‘Is Everett really in danger?’


‘You heard that?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘I may have gotten up to stretch my legs and paused at the door.’


‘I see. And if Everett is in danger? What would you do?’


‘Tell Jimmy’s dad.’ She pointed to the office door to the right of Jimmy’s. It bore a gold nameplate that read James Haywood Sr. ‘James Senior loves Everett. If he thought there was real danger . . .’


Burke took the opening. ‘Would he talk to me?’


‘I’ll call him right now.’


Burke needed to field this with Naomi before discussing her personal business with her ex-father-in-law. ‘I need to step out and make a quick call. I’ll be right back.’


He stepped outside and started to dial Val, only to blink when his phone buzzed with an incoming call from Val herself.


‘Is everything okay?’ he asked.


‘Naomi’s fine, but you need to have a chat with Lucien,’ Val said. ‘He was really rude to Naomi just now.’


‘Tell me,’ he said, groaning quietly as Val did. ‘Yeah, I think I should accompany him when he talks to Mason Lord. Good call, Val. I’ll text Lucien to give me the guy’s address.’


‘What happened with Naomi’s ex?’


‘Is she there with you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, it’s not settled yet. The ex said no, but her father-in-law might be an ally. Can you put her on the phone?’


‘Sure.’


A moment later, he heard his client’s quiet voice. ‘Jimmy said no, I take it.’


‘He did. He thinks you’re delusional and a klepto drug abuser and will be suing for full custody.’


‘I figured as much,’ she murmured. ‘Thank you for trying. But the bodyguard will stay on Everett’s protection detail, yes?’
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