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Rocky Hebert walks into his death at quarter to midnight one New Orleans night.


His son Gabe cannot accept the official verdict of suicide and enlists the help of the Burke Broussard Private Investigation Agency to discover the real cause of death.


PI Molly Sutton knows what it…s like to lose a father in tragic circumstances and will go to any lengths to crack the investigation, as she tries to fight off her growing feelings for Gabe.


They soon realise Rocky was working on an investigation of his own; one that threatened to expose the deep corruption going all the way to the top of the police department. And that the key to the puzzle lies with a young witness to a murder that happened years earlier: Xavier Morrow.


Just what did Rocky know? And who might have shut him up?


As they get closer and closer to the truth, they realise that the killer is not going to stop at Rocky. And that Xavier is in very real danger. Someone will go to any lengths to protect what he witnessed that night coming out . . .









To my darling Sarah. I am so very proud of you.


And, as always, to Martin.


For forty years you’ve been my very best friend.
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PROLOGUE


Lafourche Parish, Louisiana


SUNDAY, JUNE 12, 10:15 P.M.


“OH NO. NO, no, no.” Rocky Hebert smelled death, the stench hitting him hard as he approached the doctor’s kitchen door. He was no stranger to the smell of a decaying body, having encountered it multiple times during his career. But this was different.


This was . . . not more important, because all of the dead were important. Well, not all of them, he allowed. Many of the dead deserved their fate. But the doctor wasn’t one of them.


He’d needed the doctor alive and well.


And able to tell him things. Important things.


Maybe the dead guy isn’t the doctor, he thought. But it was a fool’s hope, he knew. The doctor lived alone, and nobody came out this far into the sticks without good reason.


Maybe he’d died of natural causes. Maybe it wasn’t anything nefarious. Maybe they were both simply unlucky, he and the doctor.


Rocky eyed the doorknob with a growing sense of dread. The lock was scratched up, like someone had broken in. He withdrew a disposable glove from his pocket and twisted the doorknob, unsurprised when the door opened easily.


It’s a trap. Turn around and leave. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. He was so close. He needed to know if this was the doctor or—


He released the breath he’d been holding, reflexively sucking in another when the stench hit him full force. Fucking hell. His eyes stung, his stomach rebelling. Fuck, fuck, fuck.


It was the doctor, all right. Or it had been. The man’s throat had been slit and—


He swallowed hard, taking a step back, away from the grisly sight.


The man’s throat had been slit, his gut eviscerated. There was blood and intestines and—


Spinning around, Rocky vomited into the doctor’s rosebushes. Goddammit. He was too late.


Too late by at least a day, if the flies covering the man’s open wounds were any indication.


He hovered over the rosebush, frozen in place, hands on his knees as his body continued to shudder. I should call the police. But not here. And definitely not from my own phone.


Luckily, he had a burner—the same one he’d been using to communicate with the doctor for the past two weeks as he’d nagged and encouraged and begged the man to meet with him.


He’d stop on his way home and make the call. The guy deserved better than to be left to rot on his own kitchen floor.


He spat again, wishing for a strong drink. Wishing he hadn’t finally gotten sober.


Wishing he’d done so many things differently.


He straightened with a muted groan, looking around to be sure he wasn’t about to meet the same end as the poor doctor. There was no one around, the only sound the croaking of frogs in the small marshy canal behind the doctor’s house.


There was more than frogs in that water. Gators were more than likely, this close to the bayou.


Rocky wondered why the man’s killer hadn’t simply dragged him to the water’s edge and tossed him in. And then he froze again because he knew why.


I was supposed to find him. They knew I was coming.


Except he didn’t know who “they” were. He’d been searching for “them” for more than fifteen years.


I was so damn close.


Or was I?


At this point, “they” were probably just playing with him. Cats taunting a mouse.


Rocky drew his gun from his holster. “I ain’t no damn mouse,” he muttered, making his way to the shed in the doctor’s backyard with unsteady steps. He half expected to be gunned down before he reached the rusted-out shed. Half expected to be attacked from behind, to feel the bite of a knife against his throat.


But nothing happened and he opened the shed door without incident, peering inside and feeling a small wave of relief when he found what he’d been hoping for.


Bleach, the jug about half full. He took the jug and dumped its contents over the rosebush, rendering any DNA in his vomit useless.


Then he walked to his old Ford truck, tossed the jug in the bed, closed the tailgate, and slid behind the wheel. He’d seen no one lurking in the shadows. Didn’t mean there was nobody there, but he had a feeling that if someone had been there, he wouldn’t be alive to be wondering about them.


He drove for a half hour, pulling over when he reached a point halfway to his own home. Taking the burner from the truck’s glove compartment, he dialed 911, reported the man’s death, and hung up, refusing to give his name.


Driving another five minutes, he slowed the truck on a bridge, rolled the window down, and tossed the burner into the river. Nobody would find it. More than thirty-five years of being a cop had taught him all the best tricks.


He hesitated, thinking of Gabriel. His son would be working, doing what he loved best. Rocky was glad he’d seen him the weekend before, glad he’d hugged him hard when they’d parted. Glad he’d told Gabe that he loved him. Because he had the awful feeling that it would be the last time he did so.


As much as he didn’t want to be the mouse, the cat was powerful, its reach long, its claws sharp. At least they wouldn’t go after Gabe. He’d at least done that part right.


Gabe knew nothing of any of this. He never had. His boy would tell him, “Call the police, Dad!” Because Gabe still thought the cops were the good guys.


Maybe I should have told him the truth. Maybe I should have warned him.


Maybe I should warn him now.


No. He’d done the right thing, keeping Gabe in the dark.


Rocky continued to drive, his thoughts in turmoil. He was half tempted to bypass his own house, the home into which he’d carried Lili over the threshold when they’d been young and carefree newlyweds, the home in which they’d raised their son to be a good man. He was tempted to keep on going, tempted to run.


But to where? There wasn’t anywhere he’d be able to hide.


And what kind of life was that anyway?


But Gabriel . . .


Rocky’s chest ached at the thought of never seeing his son again. Of not finishing what he’d begun.


Of not getting justice for the real victim of this nightmare.


In the end, he decided to face the inevitable, because running away was not who he was.


Metairie, Louisiana


SUNDAY, JUNE 12, 11:45 P.M.


Pulling into his driveway, Rocky sat looking at his house, thinking about the doctor lying dead on his own kitchen floor.


Don’t let Gabe find me that way. Please.


Hands trembling, he reached for his cell phone, tapping his camera roll and staring at the last photo. Him and Gabe last weekend, standing shoulder to shoulder for the photo. Both smiling.


He traced a fingertip over his son’s face. Everyone said that Gabe resembled him, but all he could see was Lili’s eyes smiling at him. She’d be proud of their boy. So proud. And, should the worst happen, he’d see her again.


The thought made his heart trip. He’d missed her so much, and he was so damn tired. He’d never understood what hell she’d gone through with the chemo, not until he’d started treatment himself.


Damn cancer. Knowing that his time was running out had made him take risks that he never would have taken otherwise. Made him pressure the doctor to meet him, and now the doc was dead.


It’s my fault. Logically he knew that the true fault lay on the killer’s shoulders—or killers’ shoulders. There were probably multiple heads on that hydra. But he’d pressed the issue, threatening to expose the poor doctor. Giving him no choice. He should have been more careful.


He should have done a lot of things that he hadn’t done.


And if “they” came after him? The joke was on them. The doctor had been his last hope. He’d never figure out who “they” were now. He didn’t have the time.


But he’d fight a little longer. For Gabe.


He closed his camera roll and opened a text window. To Gabe.


Just in case.


Hope you’re having a good night, mon ange, he typed. Love you, son.


If the worst happened, Gabe would figure it out. His son was smart. Hopefully smarter than me.


Rocky dug into his pocket for the small leather pouch that he’d started carrying with him everywhere. He poured the contents into his cupped palm—a paper clip and an unused SIM card. Willing his hands to steady, he popped the SIM card from his phone and did a factory reset, wiping everything stored on the phone’s internal memory.


Then he inserted the new SIM card into his phone and slipped the old one beneath the floor mat at his feet.


Just in case. If he lived to see the morning, he’d fetch the card and put it back, then restore his phone’s memory from the cloud. If he didn’t live to see the morning, he wasn’t making it any easier on them. Whoever “they” were.


Dragging himself from his truck, he forced one foot in front of the other until he was at his own front door. He turned the key in the lock, stepped inside, and had a single moment to register the lack of a barking dog before cold metal pressed against his temple.


Shoulda run. But there was nowhere he could hide, and he found that he didn’t want to.


His only regret was that Gabe would find him.


Gabe would mourn him.


But Gabe would pick himself up and go on, because his son was strong.


“Where is my dog?” Rocky asked quietly. If they’d harmed one hair on his dog’s body . . .


The thug gave him a shove, remaining silent.


Rocky stumbled forward. “To where?”


“I’m in the kitchen,” another voice called. “Bring him to me.”


Rocky felt a laugh bubbling up from his gut. It came out sounding hysterical. Which was understandable, he supposed. The kitchen was where they’d killed the doctor. “Of course.” It was darkly poetic, in its own way.


He moved stiffly, narrowly missing the rocking chair that Lili had loved so much. He brushed a hand over the smooth wood. Soon, mon petit chou. Soon.


His eyes had adjusted by the time he reached the kitchen and he abruptly stopped at the sight of the man sitting in Lili’s chair at the opposite end of the table from his own place.


Fury bubbled up, replacing the hysterical laughter. Because he recognized the man. He’d never met him in person, but he recognized him all the same.


“Get out of her chair,” Rocky growled, surprising himself with the words. There were so many others that he could have said. That he should have said.


The man simply lifted his brows, black threaded with silver. He looked expensive. He looked like a movie star.


He looked . . . bored.


Rocky wanted to tear the bastard’s heart out for all that he’d done. For the lives he’d ruined.


For desecrating Lili’s kitchen chair.


“Why are you here?” Rocky demanded.


“Because we’ve come to the end of our dance,” the man drawled. “And I needed to be sure this was done right. Finally. You should have listened, Rocky. You should have backed away years ago.”


“I did.”


“And then you didn’t.” The man studied his nails, then lifted his gaze to Rocky’s. “Sit.”


The thug behind him shoved the gun into his temple when he didn’t immediately obey. “You heard him, Hebert. Sit the fuck down.”


That he recognized the gunman’s voice should have been a surprise, but it wasn’t. He lifted his chin defiantly. He didn’t want to sit. He’d die standing.


A sad sigh from behind him signaled the presence of a third man. “You should’ve let it go, Rocky. Please, sit down. It’ll go easier for you this way.”


Rocky tensed. He knew that voice, too. But it couldn’t be . . . Except that it was. “No,” he whispered, the weight of betrayal too heavy to bear.


He slumped into his chair, trying to remember all the good times he and Lili had shared around this table over their years together. All the birthdays, the holidays, the anniversaries. Her last meal.


Anything but this treachery.


Rocky was barely aware of his gun being removed from its holster, being laid on the table just out of his reach. The barrel of the pistol disappeared from his temple and the man gripped his nose, pinching it shut, forcing his head back.


Rocky struggled, but he was no match for the strong hand that held him immobile. He tried to resist when a glass was pressed to his lips, tried to keep his mouth closed, tried not to let a drop in. But eventually he had to breathe, and the liquid burned his mouth, his throat. All the way down.


He hadn’t had a drink in three years and the fact that the taste was like an old friend shamed him.


The table began to sway, the face of the man in Lili’s chair blurring.


There must be more than booze in this glass.


His last thought was that Gabe was going to think he’d broken his promise. That he’d broken his sobriety. I’m sorry, son. I’m so damn sorry.
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 9:05 A.M.


WELL, WILL YOU look at what the cat finally dragged in an hour late,” Molly Sutton drawled from where she sat perched on the edge of Joy’s desk. It was an old desk, a little battered, but beautifully carved. It fit with the art deco decor in the lobby of Broussard’s Private Investigations, LLC.


Her boss, Burke Broussard, liked nice things and he loved New Orleans. Their office space on the Quarter’s edge was a lot more expensive than an equivalent space in the burbs, but Burke swore it was worth it for the foot traffic alone. Their full roster of well-to-do clients seeking “Highly Qualified & Discreet Private Investigators”—as their business cards said in a very dignified script—seemed to prove him right.


Scowling, Joy Thomas piloted her electric wheelchair behind the desk with practiced ease. “You shut up. I am not that late.”


Molly laughed. “You’re always here at eight and you know it. Besides, is that any way to talk to the person who brought you coffee?” She held out a cup from the coffeehouse, fixed just the way Joy liked it. “I figured you’d be a little rough this morning, so I came prepared.”


Joy eyed the offered cup, then took it with a reluctant nod of thanks. “Considering you’re the reason I feel like death warmed over this morning, you should have brought me coffee.”


Molly lifted her brows, unable to hide her smile. “I’m the reason? I don’t remember holding your nose and pouring three hurricanes down your throat, Mrs. Thomas.” She held up three fingers. “Three hurricanes, Joy. Three.” She cocked her head. “Do you see three fingers? Or six?”


Joy flipped her the bird. “I see just one.”


Molly choked on another laugh. In her midfifties, Joy looked so prim, so . . . matronly and proper. Never a hair out of place, she always dressed like a woman going to afternoon tea, a string of pearls ever present around her throat. The only thing missing was elbow-length gloves, and Molly bet that Joy had a pair of those, too.


Joy might have appeared prim and frail at first glance, but the woman was strength personified. One of the first Black women to reach detective rank in the NOPD, Joy’s career had ended after she was injured in the line of duty. Reinventing herself, she’d gotten her CPA license so that she could support herself and her four kids—then teenagers, now amazing adults.


She was more than their office manager, their bookkeeper. She was like a mother, too.


Having lost her own mother, Molly accepted Joy’s mothering with gratitude.


“Don’t know why you’re not miserable,” Joy groused, but her expression softened with her first sip of the coffee. “Mm. It’s still hot.” She narrowed her eyes. “You brat. You were late, too.”


Molly grinned, unconcerned. Burke ran a pretty loose ship and they all worked plenty of hours when they were on cases. “Guilty as charged.”


Joy took another sip, closing her eyes. “This is the good stuff. None of that burned crap from that other coffee shop.”


“Never,” Molly said solemnly. “And I’m not miserable because I was the designated driver who got all y’all’s asses home safely. You’re welcome, woman.”


Joy shook her head, wincing at the sudden movement. She turned on her computer and sat back in her wheelchair with a frown. “I never did figure why you were the designated driver. It was your damn birthday, after all. You should have been the one drinking three hurricanes.”


Shoving her hands in the pockets of her trousers, Molly shrugged. “Chelsea’s been under a lot of pressure. She needed to let loose a little. Especially since she had a babysitter. Tell Louisa thank you for staying with Harper, by the way. That was so nice of her.”


Joy’s daughter Louisa was a grad student who could have been out partying with her friends, but she’d agreed to sit with Molly’s eight-year-old niece. Harper had been through so much trauma over the last few years. Molly and her sister Chelsea didn’t trust just anyone to stay with her.


Joy smiled proudly. “She’s a good one, my LouLou. She said thank you for the dinner you sent home for her. She wasn’t expecting the Choux’s shrimp and grits.”


“It was the least I could do, seeing as how she wouldn’t let me pay her.” Molly had celebrated her birthday at Le Petit Choux, her favorite restaurant in the Quarter, its name a play on the French endearment. Because even though the food was amazing, the place was known for its desserts, including its choux pastry. And for its head chef, of course.


Joy aimed a sly smile across the desk. “She’d have preferred an eyeful of that chef.”


Molly chuckled, her cheeks heating. “Because LouLou’s not stupid.”


She’d be lying if she said she hadn’t kept her eyes open for the restaurant’s chef and co-owner, who was also New Orleans’ newest celebrity, having won a Food Network competition the year before. The win had driven droves of tourists and locals alike to the Choux, at least half of whom stood in line mainly for a chance to ogle Chef Hebert.


At around six feet tall, Gabriel Hebert—pronounced “Ay-bear” in the New Orleans way—was very handsome. His square jaw, sexy grin, and dark red hair that curled loosely in the ever-present humidity checked off all of her boxes. Not to mention how his shoulders filled out that chef’s jacket. And—not that she’d ever admit to ogling—his butt looked very nice in the black trousers that completed his uniform.


While she wasn’t looking for any relationships, she’d never pass up an opportunity to admire the Choux’s head chef. He’d personally served his decadent chocolate cake last night with its single burning candle, standing at her shoulder while her sister and friends sang the birthday song before cutting the first slice for her with a flourish.


Like he’d done on every one of her birthdays for the past three years.


Like he did for everyone on their birthday.


So it wasn’t special, per se, but Molly’s cheeks had still burned hotter than the damn candle. A fact that hadn’t escaped her sister’s attention. Even rip-roaring drunk, Chelsea had an eagle eye for such things, and she’d teased her unmercifully once they were finally alone in the car after dropping everyone else off. Luckily Chelsea was a sleepy drunk and was snoring by the time Molly had parked the car in their building’s ground-floor garage.


“My daughter is certainly not stupid. Hell, I like to look at that man, too,” Joy said, then glanced at her screen, her eyes going wide. “Well, my goodness.”


Molly leaned forward, trying to peek at Joy’s screen. “Well, my goodness what?”


Joy tapped her mouse, minimizing the window. “It’s labeled ‘Need to know,’” she said seriously. “Besides, don’t you have an appointment this morning?”


Molly respected “need to know.” She wouldn’t push. “I wish I had an appointment. I just have a mountain of paperwork after closing that case last week. And I don’t think anyone should have to do paperwork on the Monday after her birthday.”


“You also said that no one should have to do paperwork on the Friday before their birthday,” a male voice said dryly. “Or the Thursday before. Or the Wednesday before, for that matter.”


Molly looked up to find her boss standing in his office doorway. Burke Broussard was in his midforties and, other than a few silver hairs at his temples, hadn’t changed a bit since he’d been her CO in the Marines a decade before. “Morning, Burke. I brought you coffee, too.” She held up the cup.


“Thank the good Lord for that,” he said fervently. “I’ve been here since six.”


Molly shuddered in mostly mock horror. “Why?” She’d left rising with the sun behind when she’d finished her final tour with the Marine Corps. Burke, however, had a love-hate relationship with mornings. He said he hated them, but he continued coming in earlier and earlier. The man was a fool.


He was also smart as hell, driven to succeed, compassionate, and generous to a fault. But a morning fool.


“Come into my office,” he said. “I have a new client you should meet.”


Joy’s eyes widened further, and she maneuvered her wheelchair so that she could unabashedly watch Molly walk into Burke’s office.


And Molly immediately understood why.


Sitting in the chair at Burke’s conference table was none other than Gabriel Hebert, Choux chef extraordinaire. He looked tired and tense and very unhappy.


She wondered if he’d been so unhappy the night before. He had looked tired, but not this unhappy. Of course, he might be one of those people who could put on the face they wished the world to see.


“Molly, this is Mr. Hebert. Gabe, this is Miss Sutton. I’m going to assign her to your case.”


Molly’s brows shot up. What?


Gabe’s brows shot up as well, then crunched together in a disgruntled frown. “What? You’re handing me off?” He came to his feet. “What the hell, Burke?”


The two men faced off, and they couldn’t have appeared more physically different. Burke’s skin was olive toned, his deep tan a testament to all the road biking he did in his spare time. Gabe was so lightly tanned that she might still call him pale. And, like a lot of redheads, he had a smattering of freckles across his nose.


She’d always wanted to trace those freckles with her fingertips. She’d wondered where else he had them.


Both men were tall, but Burke’s body was bulky where Gabe’s was lean. Molly loved to watch Gabe move. When he was cooking in his restaurant’s kitchen, it was like watching a choreographed dance.


Only their accents were similar—both speaking with that smooth New Orleans drawl that sounded like hot summer nights with jazz music thick in the air. Except that Gabe’s voice made her shiver, when Burke’s never had.


She probably shouldn’t have shivered at all, considering how angry he seemed, but her body couldn’t help how it reacted. Sue me.


Burke waved at him to be seated. “I’m too close, Gabe. Your father . . . he was important to me, too. He was my partner. I had his back, and he had mine. Whatever else went down when I was on the force, I knew your father would stand by me, and he did. I don’t know that I’d be able to keep an open mind.”


Gabe did not sit down, his frown deepening to something almost dangerous. “Open to what?” he asked, each word dripping with anger and warning.


“The truth,” Burke said simply. “Whatever it might be. Molly’s my right hand. She will not let you down. Now, please, have a seat. If, after you’ve talked with her, you want someone else, we’ll figure it out. Don’t worry. You can depend on her discretion, no matter who you choose to work your case.”


Gabe released a harsh breath. “Okay.” He sat, then shifted his gaze to Molly, who still stood in the doorway, having not moved a muscle. He did a double take. “Do I know . . .” He trailed off. “Right. Last night. Happy birthday, Miss Sutton.”


Burke looked between them, his expression suddenly unhappy. “You two know each other?”


“No,” Gabe said.


“No,” Molly said at the same time. “I’ve been to his restaurant a few times, that’s all. The girls took me there last night for my birthday. I brought you some cake,” she added lamely. “It’s in the fridge in the break room.”


“Thank you, Molly.” Clearly relieved, Burke gestured to one of the empty chairs at the table. “Join us. As I’m sure you’ve figured out, this case requires extreme discretion.”


Molly nodded. “I understand. Mr. Hebert, if you decide I’m not the best fit, there will be no hard feelings. But should you choose to work with me, I’ll do my very best.”


Gabe’s shoulders slumped, his exhaustion clear to see. “I appreciate that.” He swallowed hard. “I need to find out who killed my father.”


Molly glanced at Burke. “Are the police involved?”


Gabe’s laugh was bitter. “Most likely, yes.”


Burke sighed. “What he means is, someone in law enforcement might be complicit. Or responsible.”


Molly sat back, wishing she was surprised. “All right, then. Let me have it.”


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 9:25 A.M.


Molly Sutton was . . . Gabe wasn’t entirely certain how he’d describe her. Serene. Unruffled. Unwrinkled and crisp despite the already-steamy air in the room. Despite wearing a jacket in late July, for heaven’s sake. She’d been the same way the night before and every other time she’d walked into the Choux.


And yes, he’d noticed. Every single time. There was something about the woman that always drew his gaze. Okay, several things. She was exactly his type, golden blond with a face like Grace Kelly and a body like Marilyn Monroe. But it was more than her looks. There was something about her that settled him.


She was the only diner to whom he’d personally delivered a birthday cake last night. He’d foisted all of the other cakes onto Patty, his cousin and co-owner of the Choux. But Molly’s cake he’d placed on the table with as much of a flourish as he’d been able to muster.


Patty had teased him about it when he’d returned to the kitchen, but she didn’t mean any harm. She didn’t know what he’d done. Didn’t know why he was torn up inside. Because he’d kept it from her.


He hadn’t intended on keeping it from her forever. Just until he’d had his suspicions confirmed. Otherwise, she might think him batshit paranoid and call for a family intervention.


Unfortunately, he hadn’t been paranoid. He’d been right.


Now he wasn’t telling Patty because he didn’t want to put her in danger, because danger was coming their way. It already had, leaving at least one body in its wake.


And now he was supposed to drag Molly Sutton into this mess with him? Just telling her the truth would put her in a killer’s crosshairs. His parents had raised him better than that.


“Miss Sutton,” he began, trying for a kind smile. “I’m not sure you’re the right person for this job.”


She smiled back, but not kindly. Not meanly, either. Just . . . warily. “I may not be, but then again, I might.” Her accent was Southern, but not New Orleans. Georgia, maybe. Or maybe one of the Carolinas. “Maybe share the details and we can go from there.”


Gabe cast a sideways look at Burke, who was frowning. “What’s your concern, Gabe?” Burke asked. “Feel free to be candid, but first let me tell you Molly’s credentials. She served with me, one of the finest Marines under my command. I’d trust her with my life. Importantly, I trust her with yours.”


Gabe swallowed, hating that tears burned his throat. Dammit to hell. “What about hers?” he asked, his voice gone raspy. “What if I don’t want her involved? This will be dangerous.”


Burke opened his mouth, but Molly shook her head. “No, Burke, he’s got a right to whatever it is that he’s feeling.” She lifted her chin a fraction, meeting Gabe’s gaze directly. “I’ve got black belts in three different martial arts, Mr. Hebert. I’m no sharpshooter, but I can hold my own.” A muscle twitched in her cheek, making him realize how tight her jaw had become. “I’ve killed to protect, so if you’re concerned that I’m not physically or mentally up for the task, or that you’re in any personal danger, I can assure you that I am quite capable of protecting both of us.”


Gabe shook his head, feeling sorrow for whatever she’d seen, whatever she’d done, but it didn’t matter. Taking on a dirty cop wasn’t the same as taking a life on the battlefield. At least he didn’t think so. Fucking hell if he knew anything anymore. I’m only a goddamn chef. “Killing in war is different.”


“I didn’t kill in war,” she said simply, but there was an entire story there that he found that he really wanted to hear. “Well,” she added with a grimace, “I did that, too. What I mean to say is that I can take care of myself and anyone else who’s placed in my care.”


“Tell her about your dad, Gabe,” Burke said quietly. There was compassion in his voice and his eyes. “Like I said, if you’re not satisfied by the time we’re done, I’ll find someone else. I’ll even handle it myself if that’s what you still want. But give Molly a chance. Please. Your father was important to me. I want him to have the very best. And that’s Molly.”


Gabe sighed, too tired to argue anymore. “Okay. The truth is, I’m not really sure what the case is. All I know is that my father died six weeks ago. It appeared to be a suicide.”


“But it wasn’t,” Molly said.


“No. At least I don’t think so.” He considered his words carefully. “I don’t want to believe so, anyway. And if it wasn’t, I want whoever killed my father to pay.”


“Then that’s what I want, too.” She tilted her head, the light from the lead-glass window picking up the gold highlights in her blond hair. “Your father was Burke’s partner, which means he was a cop?”


“Yes. His name was Robert Hebert, but everyone called him Rocky. He retired six months ago after thirty-seven years with the NOPD.” His voice broke. His father had been so much more than a cop. He’d been the best father any man could ask for. “He was only fifty-seven.”


She didn’t say she was sorry for his loss, although he could see that she was. “Why do you think he was murdered?”


It wasn’t a condescending question. She believed him already. At least she believed that he believed it, and for now, that was enough.


“My father had been behaving strangely. Startling easily. More than once I caught him looking over his shoulder or doing that cop thing where they look through a crowd, searching for one face.”


“So, he was cautious. Maybe even afraid. Do you know why?”


“No.” Gabe bit out the word in frustration. “I surprised him one day about two weeks before he died. He was on his laptop and when he saw me, he went ghost white and slammed the lid shut.”


She nodded once, her gaze never leaving his face. Her eyes were blue-green. Which wasn’t important. That they were sharply intelligent, however, was important. “Were you able to get into his laptop after his death?” she asked.


That he’d tried seemed to be a given, and he appreciated that. “Yes. And it was wiped clean. Factory new.”


Her brows lifted. “Well, shit,” she said, her accent drawing the expletive out to three syllables.


He snorted a surprised laugh. “Yeah, that’s about right.”


“Your father could have wiped it. Or whoever killed him could have done it. Have you taken it to an IT expert for analysis?”


“He brought it with him,” Burke supplied. “I’m going to hand it over to Antoine as soon as he comes in today.”


Antoine Holmes, Burke had explained, was their IT guru.


“That’s good,” she said. “If there’s anything left on it, Antoine will find it. What about his cell phone?”


Gabe shook his head. “They didn’t find his phone.” He had to draw a deep breath because his chest seized up just thinking about his father’s last text. “He texted me at a quarter to midnight the night he was killed. Said he loved me.” He swallowed hard. “So I know he had his phone then.”


Molly sighed, a soul-weary sound. “So, your dad was afraid, and whatever he was checking on his electronics is now gone. At least to us mere non-hacker mortals. I wonder why his killer took his phone and left his laptop? Honestly, I’m shocked that the cops didn’t take his laptop into evidence.”


“I’m not,” Burke said grimly.


Nor was Gabe. Rage began to bubble anew in his belly. “The cops didn’t do a lot of things.”


“Which is why you believe they’re involved,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “What did the medical examiner say?”


The bubbling rage became a geyser, because the damn electronics were the least of the reasons that he knew the cops were involved. “Not much. He didn’t do an autopsy. Or at least not a thorough one.”


Her eyes narrowed. “Why not?”


“Because someone told the ME not to look too closely,” Gabe said bitterly. “This was according to the ME’s assistant, who seems like a good man. I went there to check on the progress because the cops were giving me the brush-off.”


She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and opened a note-taking app. “Name of the assistant?”


“Harry Peterson.” Gabe watched her type the name into the app. “He wouldn’t tell me which cop, but he said that he couldn’t look himself in the mirror without letting me know that something was dirty. I’m worried about him, to be honest. He was young and he looked terrified.” But resolute, and Gabe both respected and appreciated that more than he could express. “The autopsy report still hasn’t been released. Every time I call the coroner’s office to ask if it’s been finished, they cite ‘overwhelming caseloads’ and say that they’re behind and will get to me as soon as they can.”


She glanced at Burke. “Can we keep eyes on Peterson, just in case? DeShawn’s working in the coroner’s office now, isn’t he?”


Burke nodded. “That’s who I thought of, too. I’ll check into it.”


Gabe looked from Molly to Burke and back. “Who’s DeShawn?”


“DeShawn Holmes,” Burke answered. “His brother, Antoine, is our IT specialist. D’s just started his residency in the coroner’s office. He’s trustworthy and well trained, so if something goes down, he’ll be able to help.”


Gabe frowned. “Well trained how, exactly?”


“He served,” Molly said, then smiled. “Army, but we don’t hold that against him.”


“His other brother is a cop,” Burke added, “but one of the ones I trust.”


Gabe scowled. “But I don’t trust him. I don’t know him.”


Burke didn’t look annoyed. “Do you trust me?”


“Yeah. Because you got out.” Gabe remembered the day Burke had resigned from the NOPD. His father had been devastated because Burke was one of the few he’d trusted to have his back.


Burke shrugged. “I keep up. I know who’s who in the force. Antoine and DeShawn’s brother is one of my best friends. He is . . . well, let’s just say he’s been a useful resource since I’ve gone private.”


“Which shouldn’t leave this office,” Molly murmured, her smile gone. “I’m serious, Mr. Hebert. It could cost our friend his job and maybe even his life.”


Gabe swallowed hard. Mr. Hebert was his dad. And his dad was dead. If this cop could help Burke find his father’s killer, he’d have to deal with his hatred of whoever in the NOPD had blocked the investigation into his father’s murder. His father had been a good cop. A good man. He’d have to believe that there were others out there and that Burke’s instincts were good.


His father had trusted Burke with his life. Now Gabe would have to trust him with his father’s death, too. “I understand. I won’t tell anyone about anything. And please call me Gabe. Mr. Hebert was . . . That was my dad.”


Her expressive eyes flashed sympathy. “I get it, Gabe. I lost my dad, too.”


Her empathy rankled. “Not to murder, though. With all due respect, ma’am, it’s different.”


Burke winced, and Gabe realized he’d stepped in it.


Molly’s smile was tight now, and the muscle in her cheek twitched once again. “You know what they say about assumptions, Mr. Hebert.”


Okay. They were back to surnames. He’d upset her, but she was keeping it professional. He needed to do the same. “I’m sorry. I’m . . . I have no excuse. I’m sorry, Miss Sutton.”


She nodded once. “Thank you. Apology accepted. And you’re right that every case is different, but I do understand something of what you’re going through. That’s all I meant to say.” She squared her shoulders. “Back to business. That there was no thorough autopsy isn’t good, I’m not gonna lie. But it doesn’t mean we don’t have other sources for our investigation.”


Gabe smiled grimly. “I didn’t say there wasn’t an autopsy, just that the ME didn’t do jack shit.”


Molly frowned, and then understanding dawned, her lips curving. “Did you get a private autopsy, Mr. Hebert?”


“I sure as hell did.”
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Houston, Texas


MONDAY, JULY 25, 9:30 A.M.


XAVIER MORROW SHIVERED, but he wasn’t cold. It was almost ninety degrees already, for God’s sake.


He was scared. And he didn’t know why, which made him feel stupid. Which pissed him off.


Carlos poked his arm, hard enough to make him wince. “Yo, X.” His best friend was looking around them with a puzzled expression. “Why is your head swiveling on your neck like a rotating fan?”


“I don’t know.” He looked around them again, seeing nothing but people eating breakfast. Just like they did every Monday when he met Carlos at their favorite diner near Rice University’s campus. This place had been Xavier’s home away from home while he’d been in college, and he was going to miss being part of its staff. Still, this morning felt different. “You ever feel like you’re being watched?”


Carlos grinned. “Every time I walk into a bar.”


“Not like that, unfortunately.”


Carlos’s grin became a frown. “What’s going on?”


Xavier shrugged. “I don’t know.”


Carlos’s expression became angry. “It’s that guy, isn’t it? The old dude who visits you sometimes.”


Xavier blinked, surprised. “How . . . Never mind.” How Carlos learned anything was a mystery best left unsolved. His friend was a true-crime addict and his favorite shows had caused Xavier nearly as many nightmares as the real crime he’d witnessed all those years ago. “No, not today. He, um . . . He died.”


Carlos’s eyes widened. “What? When? And who was he?” Wide eyes narrowed as he leaned forward over the table. “Was he threatening you?”


“No! He was not threatening me.” Rocky had been more like a guardian angel. “He was a friend of someone I knew a long time ago.”


Which was more or less true. Even though Rocky had never met the woman who’d brought them together. They’d both been scarred that night, just in different ways.


Carlos leaned back in his seat. “Well, I’m sorry he died. Did you go to his funeral?”


Xavier shook his head. “It was in New Orleans. I . . . Well, I don’t want to go back there.” Not ever again.


Carlos frowned again. “And? Aren’t you going to tell me?”


Xavier opened his mouth, then shut it, unsure of how to answer.


Hell, no. You’d get us both killed for sure. Because Carlos couldn’t keep a secret to save his life.


“It’s not my story to tell,” he finally said. “Please let it go.”


Carlos got uncharacteristically serious. “Why are you afraid, then? You can tell me, X. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.” He crossed his heart, then raised his hand as if swearing in court. “Hand to God.”


“I’d tell you if I knew, but I don’t. It’s just—” He exhaled heavily. “I thought I was being followed this morning, but every time I stopped to look, the footsteps behind me stopped.”


But it was his imagination. It had to be. He’d been on edge for the past six weeks, ever since Rocky’s death.


Rocky had always said that there were no coincidences.


“I’ll walk with you, then,” Carlos said with a sharp nod that brooked no argument.


Xavier smiled. “I’m gonna miss you, man.”


It was true. Carlos had been his best friend since the first grade, two kids of color in a sea of white faces. Both brown, Xavier’s skin was a dark walnut like his birth mother’s had been, and Carlos’s was a warm bronze. They’d bonded over nearly everything back then—video games, love of science, hatred of broccoli.


Carlos smiled sadly. “Same goes, hermano. But New York isn’t far from Philly. I already priced the train.”


Xavier was leaving soon for Philadelphia and med school at the University of Pennsylvania. Carlos was headed to NYU’s graduate program in engineering. They’d never been apart, not since they were six years old.


This was going to suck.


“Every other week,” Xavier said, holding out his fist to bump.


Carlos complied, then cocked his head, studying him. “How did he die? The old dude, I mean.”


Xavier had to swallow hard as bile instantly gurgled up to burn his throat. “Killed himself.”


Carlos flinched. “Oh shit. I’m sorry.”


“Me, too,” Xavier murmured. “He was . . . bigger than life, you know? And now he’s gone and I’m wondering all the what-ifs. What if I’d visited him? What if I’d called more often?”


Neither of which were true possibilities. Rocky hadn’t wanted Xavier to have any traceable connection. He’d been afraid and sad.


“You can’t think that way,” Carlos said, ever loyal. “From what I’ve read, people who are considering suicide in an actionable way don’t let their friends and family know, because the people who love them will try to stop them. You’re a good guy. If he’d wanted you to see, you would have seen.”


“I hope so.” God, he hoped so. He’d thought the worst when Rocky’s lawyer had contacted him about the inheritance. He’d thought Rocky had been murdered.


But suicide? Xavier had never seen that coming.


“How did you find out he was dead?” Carlos asked.


Xavier hesitated, contemplating telling Carlos a lie. But they didn’t lie to each other. Carlos was incapable of telling anyone a lie. Not that he might not want to. He just sucked at it.


Xavier, on the other hand, was a damn good liar, but he’d never lied to Carlos. He might have avoided the truth. Okay, fine, I’ve totally avoided the truth. But it was to keep his best friend safe.


And nightmare free.


Xavier looked around the diner again, still seeing no one paying them any attention. “His attorney contacted me,” he said softly.


Carlos’s eyes popped wide again. “Why? Did he leave you money?”


“Some, yes. A bit.” Not as much as Rocky had already given him, but still . . . It would come in handy when he left for Penn Med and was no longer living at home. Apartments in Philly were not cheap.


The money hadn’t been the important thing, though.


The important thing had been the small ceramic angel that Rocky had given him a month before he died. Couldn’t have cost more than ten bucks. But Rocky had had it inscribed on the base. Reach for the stars, mon ange.


It was an exhortation.


It was also a memory.


Either way, Xavier was never letting it go. He’d attached it to his key ring and carried it with him everywhere.


He pushed his plate across the table, no longer hungry. “You want my bacon?”


Carlos grinned. “I’ll never say no to bacon.” Sobering a little, he lifted his glass of orange juice, waiting until Xavier did the same. “Al futuro.”


“To the future,” Xavier echoed and made himself smile. “We are going to change the world, hermano.”


“You’re damn right we are.” Carlos demolished what was left on Xavier’s plate. “So where are we going today?”


Xavier blinked at him. “I’m going to weed my mama’s garden. Where are you going?”


“I’m your shadow, dude. You’re not going anywhere without me.” He leaned forward, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Your spidey senses have kept us on the right side of safe for too many years. If you think someone is following you, I’m not letting you walk alone.”


Xavier swallowed again, incredibly touched. “And my mama’s icebox pie doesn’t have anything to do with it?” he teased.


Carlos’s grin was back. “I’m a multitasker. I can watch your back and raid your fridge at the same time. I think it’s my turn to pay.” He pulled his wallet out and left enough cash for both meals and a sizable tip for the server. “Let’s go. Icebox pie waits for no man.”


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 9:50 A.M.


Burke scowled. “Way to bury the lede, Gabe. Why didn’t you start with the private autopsy?”


“I wasn’t sure if I could trust Miss Sutton. I’ve decided that I can.” Gabe drew the autopsy report from his pocket and handed it to Molly. She opened the report, silently scanning its contents before handing it over the desk to Burke, her features expressionless.


Damn, he’d never play poker with her. Because the report would shock anyone, whether they’d known his father or not.


Burke read the report and Gabriel knew exactly when he’d hit the first shock because Burke gasped, his gaze flying up, eyes wide. “He had cancer? Your dad had cancer?”


“I didn’t know, either.” And Gabe felt guilty, both for not knowing his dad had been so sick and for resenting that his father hadn’t told him.


“Knowing your dad, he wouldn’t have wanted you to worry about him. Especially after . . .” Burke fidgeted. “Y’know. Your mom.”


Gabe knew. He and his father had watched his mother waste away before their eyes.


And now both of them were gone. He managed a nod at Burke, who, after a moment of wordless sympathy, began reading again.


Gabe knew when he’d reached the second shock because Burke muttered a violent curse. He shoved the report across the desk to Molly. “The presence of cocaine is bullshit,” he said furiously. “I might be able to believe the blood alcohol of 0.25, because Rocky did have issues with alcohol, but your father was not a drug addict. That much I know.”


“No, he wasn’t.” But the private pathologist had found enough coke in his father’s body to have killed him from that alone. “My father was a recovering alcoholic,” he said for Molly’s benefit. “He’d been sober for three years. But he never did cocaine. Never.”


But his father had never struggled with cancer before, either, a small voice whispered in his mind. Maybe you didn’t know him as well as you thought you did.


The thought bounced around his head for a few seconds before he shot it down. No. His father would not have done illegal drugs, especially the way the cops said he had. Booze, maybe. Hard, illegal drugs? No way in hell.


Molly was rereading the report with a frown. “What is this? It says: Secondary source revealed the presence of flunitrazepam.” She looked up. “Rohypnol. And a lot of it. Whoever killed him incapacitated him first. They probably gave it to him in whatever booze he consumed—willingly or not.”


Gabe had to close his eyes against a wave of grief, rage, and loss. They’d drugged his father and then shot him.


His body jerked when a cool hand briefly touched his. “Gabe.” Molly’s voice was quiet and sad. “We can continue this later.”


“No.” He forced his eyes open and met her gaze. “I’m okay.”


She shook her head, her expression incredibly kind. Her eyes, a vivid blue-green like the ocean in the Caribbean, were filled with true understanding. “No, you’re really not okay. But we can keep going, if that’s what you want.”


His eyes and throat burned, and he had to swallow before he could speak. “That’s what I want.”


“All right.” She returned her attention to the report. “The final coroner’s report will have the cocaine,” she said. “But I’m betting that it won’t show the Rohypnol. That way they’ll be able to say that your father was high on coke at the time of his death. The presence of alcohol will strengthen their case that he’d broken his sobriety and make the cocaine more believable. And given his cancer, they’ll argue that he couldn’t take the pain and just wanted it to end.”


“That’s—” Gabe’s voice broke and he cleared his throat. “That’s what I thought, too. That the cops would say that. Not that Dad did that.”


“What was the ‘secondary source’?” Burke asked.


“A blood sample and a urine sample. Harry Peterson, the ME’s assistant, slipped them into my pocket. I didn’t find them until I got home from the coroner’s office. That’s why I’m so worried about Harry. He went out on a limb for me. He said that he’d known my father, that Dad had been good to him. I don’t want Harry to be punished for giving me those samples or for telling me that the autopsy was fixed.”


“I’ll see if I can get one of my people into the coroner’s office,” Burke said. “DeShawn’s a great guy, but he won’t be able to watch over Peterson all the time.”


Molly set the pathologist’s report aside. “The date on the report is yesterday. Sunday.”


Gabe nodded. “The pathologist emailed it to me last night. I saw it when I finished my shift. She said that she normally would have waited until today, but she didn’t want to make me wait any longer than I already had, especially with what she’d found. It took nearly six weeks to get the report and she was worried that I might be in danger, too.”


“Which you might be,” Burke said. “We’ll discuss your personal security when we’re finished going over the details.”


Gabe exhaled carefully. He was tempted to deny that he might need personal security, but he wasn’t stupid. When the cops found out that he’d done a private autopsy . . . It wasn’t gonna be pretty.


“Was there a police report?” Molly asked.


Burke handed her a copy of the report that Gabe had memorized, down to the printer stripe that ran across the width of the page six inches from the bottom margin.


Molly’s brow furrowed as she read the very short report. “This says that your father’s body was found by his neighbor.”


Gabe swallowed. “Mrs. Dobson, yes. She and my mother were best friends for as long as I can remember. She found my dad’s dog in her flower bed and brought him back. Said she was already fussin’ at Dad when she opened the kitchen door.” Nausea rolled through his stomach, making him grateful that he hadn’t eaten that morning. “She found him slumped over the kitchen table. His gun was on the floor where it appeared that he’d dropped it. There was an empty bottle of Grey Goose and an empty glass next to his head.” He rubbed his hands over his face, wishing he could wipe the image from his mind. But he couldn’t. Every time he closed his eyes, he could see his father. Lying there in his own blood and brains.


Gabe wished he’d never looked at the photo. Cursed the cop who’d shown it to him.


Cursed the fact that he’d been too busy to be there when his father had needed him most. Not to beg him not to kill himself, because Gabe knew that his father hadn’t done so.


If I’d been there, they wouldn’t have hurt him. They wouldn’t have dared.


Or maybe I’d be dead, too.


“Gabe? What kind of dog?”


Gabe’s gaze flew to meet Molly’s, her question jerking him back from the awful place his mind had gone. She waited patiently for him to answer, and he got the feeling that she’d asked the question at least once already and that he’d been zoned out for longer than he’d thought.


“Lab mix. Some golden in there. Maybe some pit bull. A mutt, really. Goes by Shoe.”


“Like your restaurant?”


“No. S-h-o-e. Like on your feet.”


One corner of her mouth lifted. “Because he eats shoes?”


The tightness in his chest lessened a bit, enough for him to breathe. Thank you, Molly. “That, too. My dad called my mom his petit chou. When I was little, I asked why he called her a shoe.” His eyes burned at the memory. “After she passed, Dad was so lonely. I talked him into getting a dog from the shelter. One day he came home with this half-bald mess who’d been so stressed out that he’d scratched himself raw, but that dog loved my dad already. Within five minutes of settlin’ in, he stole one of the shoes I’d left there. Dad called him Shoe and it stuck.”


She smiled, and it warmed him, deep inside where he’d been so numb. “Where is Shoe now?”


“At my house. Dad insisted that he’d trained Shoe not to eat shoes, but I keep mine on a high shelf, just in case.” He drew a breath and let it out. “Thank you. We can keep going.”


“If you’re sure.” At his nod, she asked, “Was Grey Goose his drink of choice before he got sober?”


“It was. Everyone knew it. Mom got him a bottle every Christmas. He wasn’t a drunk, not then. He started hitting the bottle hard after she passed.”


“But he got sober,” she murmured.


“He did. He was so proud of himself and we were proud of him. The family. My aunts and my uncle and cousin.” He closed his eyes again. “I’m going to have to tell them about this, sooner or later, and, though it makes me a coward, I’m dreading it.”


“Maybe tell them later,” Burke said softly. “No need to burden them just yet.”


No need to make them targets, too. Gabe didn’t need for Burke to say the words out loud. He’d known from the very beginning that it would come to this.


“It doesn’t make you a coward.” Molly waited until he opened his eyes. “You love your family, yes?”


“Yes.”


“Then it’s perfectly natural not to want to cause them emotional pain.”


He shrugged. “Emotional or physical.”


“That, too,” she allowed. “The report says that your neighbor discovered your father’s body the next morning, but it doesn’t say whether or not she heard a shot.”


“She didn’t,” Gabe said. “I asked. She was beside herself after she found him, second-guessing herself, asking what if she’d checked out the scratching noise that she thought she’d heard the night before, which was probably Shoe at her door. She heard the dog scratching, but not a gun firing.”


“And the gun found with your father’s body didn’t have a suppressor.” She exchanged a glance with Burke. “Did he own a suppressor?”


“Not to my knowledge,” Burke said, “and I’ve seen his gun, the one found with his body. It’s not equipped to take a suppressor.”


“His killer got sloppy,” Molly murmured. “A point for our team. Although the fact that the bullet that killed him didn’t match his personal weapon isn’t in the police report, and I doubt it ever will be. Another sign of involvement. Gabe, you clearly suspected that the cops were involved after speaking with Mr. Peterson, but did you have any indication before that?”


“Yes.” Nervously, he picked at one of Shoe’s hairs that clung to his slacks. “When I went to the police station to demand an investigation the day after Dad died, my father’s old captain met with me. Said the officers on the scene found a quarter kilo of coke in Dad’s pantry.”


“Fucking bullshit,” Burke muttered.


Gabe managed a weak smile. “Yep. Said he’d hidden it with the sugar and flour. Said they’d tested it and it was a match for coke stolen from the evidence locker. That my dad had signed for it shortly before he retired. They showed me the log. The signature wasn’t my dad’s, but it was a damn good fake.”


Molly’s cheeks puffed before she blew out a breath. “Well, shit. Let me guess—they said they’d keep it off his record if you didn’t push.”


Gabe touched his nose. “Right in one. He pretended to be all serious and sad, you know?”


Her gaze became unfocused for the briefest of moments before she nodded. “Yes, I know.”


He wondered about her father, about the circumstances of his death. About how she’d coped. Because he could sure as hell use some advice. This was tearing him apart.


Burke was frowning. “I’m surprised that whoever’s pulling the strings here allowed you to have a private autopsy done. They could have ‘lost’ your father’s body or put any number of bureaucratic obstacles in your way.”


“They didn’t know. I didn’t tell them. When I found the blood sample in my pocket, I contacted a friend at the funeral home that would have tended to . . . to my father’s body. The owner of the mortuary is an old friend. We go back to high school. When the ME’s office released Dad’s body to him, he had it transported to the private pathologist’s office and we had the memorial service like nothing had happened. We had an urn on the front table and just let people believe what they wanted to.”


“And now?” Molly asked. “Where is your father’s body now?”


“Still with the pathologist. She’ll transport him to my friend’s mortuary when I give her the go-ahead and he’ll be cremated.” It was what his father had wanted. “I, um . . . I still have my mother’s ashes. Dad wanted me to mix their ashes and . . . Well, he wanted me to bury them at sea together.”


“Hold on that go-ahead,” Burke said quietly. “For now, anyway.”


Gabe nodded stiffly. They might need a corroborating exam at some point. “I figured as much.”


Molly met his gaze. “Is there anything else we need to know?”


“No. I don’t think so.”


Once again, her smile was kind. “Well, if you think of something, you know where to find us. I think we need to start with any cases he worked where there was a probability of high-profile exposure. For this level of cover-up, the stakes need to be big. Money or important people or other cops, even. Did your dad keep records that you know of?”


“I couldn’t find anything.” Because that had been Gabe’s first thought as well. “You’re welcome to search the house.”


“I will, if you’re agreeable to me working this case. Is that what you want?” she asked. “Again, no hard feelings if the answer is no.”


He studied her for a long moment. Her eyes were sharp, and he could almost hear the gears turning in her mind. She’d be respectful of his father’s memory, and that was important to him. “Yes, but I don’t want you to take any unreasonable chances. If it looks dangerous, you’ll bail.”


“If I feel I’m unable to handle the situation, I will call for backup,” she replied.


Burke raised his hand. “That’s me. I’m the backup. Me and the rest of my staff. Don’t worry, Gabe. I wouldn’t put Molly in a situation she couldn’t handle.”


“Then yes. I’d be grateful for your help.” Gabe turned to Burke. “I have my winnings from the Food Network competition. I can sign it over to you now to pay for the investigation.”


Molly stood. “I’ll leave you all to the administrative details. I’m going to start digging into your father’s old cases. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”


Gabe had the unsettling urge to grab her arm and beg her to stay. To not leave him. But he quelled it and let her go, hoping that she could find the answers he sought. And that he wasn’t putting her in the line of fire in the process.


Tulane-Gravier, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 11:00 A.M.


Checking his reflection in the mirror on his office washroom door, Lamont gave himself a nod of approval. He was clean-shaven, his face just tanned enough to be healthy-looking thanks to regular appointments at the tanning salon.


The scar that had once bisected his cheek from his eye to his chin was barely visible now, thanks to a very talented plastic surgeon—the same surgeon who’d continued to nip and tuck over the years, keeping his face youthful and smooth. The scar had served its purpose, once upon a time, winning the sympathy of the woman who’d become his first wife.


He hadn’t expected to get the scar, of course. After studying the incredibly rich—and unmarried—woman for weeks, he’d hired one of his former clients to mug her. He’d been on hand to “save” her. Unfortunately, the former client had gotten carried away, slicing his face.


It had been painful but had earned him the gratitude of both the woman and her old-moneyed father, so when he’d asked for her hand in marriage, it had been a done deal.


Their money had allowed him to become the man he was today. Powerful. Well-connected. Poised on the brink of greatness. His first wife would have approved were she still alive. But she wasn’t, having taken her own life.


Or so the medical examiner had declared. Just like I planned.


Rocky Hebert’s hadn’t been the first suicide he’d staged.


He tilted his head, studying the face that stared back. He had a few silver hairs among the black, but not bad for a fifty-two-year-old man. He knew that people liked his face, and he made the most of it. His face, combined with the sophistication and respectability that came with his wealth, would take him wherever he wanted to go.


At this moment, he wanted to go to the mayor’s office. They had a lunch meeting scheduled, and Lamont knew there’d be cameras about. A man such as himself was nearly always in the public eye.


Except when he didn’t want to be, but that was necessary less frequently these days. He could afford to pay others to get their hands dirty.


Pity. He kind of missed the personal touch.


Deeming himself ready for his meeting, he walked to the window where his burner phone got better reception and dialed his second-in-command. “Did you get him?”


“I have him under surveillance,” Stockman said quietly, like the narrator of a wildlife documentary. “He’s been with people all morning, but I’ll take care of it as soon as he’s alone.”


“See that you do,” he snapped. “The kid is the final loose end.” The kid who’d seen him kill the woman whose name he hadn’t said aloud since that night during Katrina. The kid who’d seen his scar. The kid who might be able to identify him.


The kid who he hadn’t even known existed until two months ago. The kid who’d been allowed to live because Rocky Hebert had protected him.


Rocky was no longer a problem, but the kid still was. Because even if the boy couldn’t identify him by name, he might come forward at any time and testify about his scar. There were enough photos of him before his plastic surgery that people would make the connection. And once the accusation had been made, it wouldn’t take much to link him to that damn house where he’d kept the woman. Back then, getting his mistress pregnant was the worst scandal he could think of. Now, no one would blink at that, but murder . . .


Just the whisper of that kind of scandal could tank his political aspirations before he’d even begun. Lamont couldn’t take the risk.


“I know,” Stockman said evenly. “I’ll do my job, but these things take time.”


“I’ve given you plenty of time, most of which you wasted. It took you long enough to find him.” Because Rocky had encrypted his hard drive and it had taken Stockman weeks to unencrypt it. Lamont had considered bringing in an expert, but hadn’t wanted anyone else to know that he’d located the kid. Especially not his partners in crime. They’d horned in on Rocky’s murder and had made it a lot more complicated than it had needed to be, what with planting drugs in Rocky’s pantry. It hadn’t been necessary and now he didn’t trust either of them. He only trusted Stockman. “Just finish it.”


“I’ll do my job,” Stockman repeated, sounding offended.


He didn’t care how offended Stockman was. He paid the man a helluva lot of money to do his job. Let him be a little offended if it made him do his job faster.


“See that you do,” he repeated, then grimaced as a call came through on his regular cell phone. “I need to take another call.” He ended the call with Stockman and composed his features before he answered the other call. This was a FaceTime call, and he couldn’t grimace.


Damn, he wanted to grimace.


Instead he pasted a smile on his face. “Hello, darling. Is everything all right?”


His third wife’s smile was lovely. She was lovely. To look at, anyway. Beneath the pretty face was a whiny bitch whose voice made him want to drive spikes into his ears.


He wished he’d had her taken care of years ago. Now it would raise too many questions, so he’d learned to smile and nod and then do whatever the hell he wanted to once she’d stopped blathering.


“Just reminding you that we have reservations for seven o’clock tonight,” she said. “We’re meeting the Nelsons.”


He hated the Nelsons, too. But Lyle Nelson was useful—or, at least, his money was—so at least there was that. “I remember. Did you get reservations at the place I wanted?”


“Yes. But I still don’t see why you want to go there.” Her tone held a combination of confusion and condescension. Le Petit Choux was not their normal kind of restaurant, lacking the elegance to which his wife had so quickly become accustomed. But he had his reasons for choosing the place, reasons she didn’t need to know.


“I’m thinking of investing in a similar restaurant, and I need to check out the competition.” It was a lie, but one she wouldn’t be able to refute. She was not privy to his business dealings. He didn’t trust her that much.


He didn’t trust her at all.


“Oh. I guess that makes sense.”


So happy to have your approval. “I’ll meet you there. I need to go now. I have a lunch meeting.”


Her lip poked out in a pout that she thought was charming. It had been, when she was younger. But she was no longer young, and that pout was more irritatingly ridiculous than anything else. “I was hoping you could come home for lunch.”


He wondered what she wanted now, because she sure as hell wasn’t excited to see him. “What do you want?” he asked, managing to keep the snarl from his tone.


Or he thought he had, because her eyes narrowed. “Don’t take that tone with me, darling.”


He closed his eyes and reminded himself that he couldn’t kill her because the husband was always the lead suspect. He couldn’t even divorce her for at least a few more years. He had goals to attain first and a divorce wouldn’t make them impossible, but it would make them harder. So he’d swallow his contempt and smile.


“I’m sorry, Joelle,” he said, and he sounded sincere even to himself. “I’ve had a stressful morning and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”


“No, you shouldn’t have.” Her teeth were grinding, and he hated the sound. “I’ll just ask you later, since you have a meeting.” Her lips curved, but the smile was as fake as his own. “See you later.”


She ended the call, and he gave in to the urge to roll his eyes.


But he had more important things to worry about than Joelle. He considered calling Stockman back to find out if he’d been able to get the kid alone but controlled the impulse. He’d wait for the text telling him the job was completed.


It wouldn’t say that, of course. They never spoke plainly about such things in any way that could be traced, and texts were definitely traceable. The message would read, “It’s a beautiful day,” just like it always did.


And when he got the text, he’d be able to breathe easy for the first time since he’d learned that there was an eyewitness to his crime.


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 12:00 P.M.


Molly looked up from her laptop when Burke entered her office. “Well?” she asked.


Burke dropped into one of the chairs on the other side of her desk. “Antoine has the laptop. He’s gonna try to work his magic and hopefully find whatever was wiped.”


Molly already knew that, having just come from the IT guru’s office. “I meant Gabe. You know, my client?”


“He’s gone to the Choux.”


Her brows shot up. “Alone?”


Burke scowled. “Of course not. I sent Lucien with him until I get his actual security set up. I was surprised that Gabe allowed it, honestly. He’s nearly as stubborn as his father was.”


There was sadness under the scowl. Sadness and a grim affection. “His father was your friend,” she said quietly. More than a partner, then. Kind of like us. She’d clicked with Burke within the first few weeks under his command. They’d never had a romantic kind of relationship, though. They considered themselves more like siblings than anything else. She guessed it was the same for Burke with Rocky. “Rocky was kind of like a brother?”


His scowl softened. “More like a father.”


Oh. That was important because Burke’s actual father had been truly awful. Her own father had seen the need in Burke, the need for someone to love him like his own father should have. And her dad had provided that, too, before his death. Damn, she missed him. “Did you know Gabe also?”


“Sure. Well, kind of. He was busy a lot, doin’ all those . . .” He waved his hand. “You know. Chef things, whatever that is. Until his mama got sick. Cancer,” he added when she tilted her head in question. “She was a good woman. Rocky was lost without her.”


“Poor Gabe. To lose his mother and father to cancer.”


“At least he got to say goodbye to his mama. Rocky . . .” He swallowed hard. “That was a shock.”


“When did you know that Gabe suspected his father had been murdered?”


“This morning.” And his deepening scowl showed exactly what he thought about that.


She sighed. “Well, shit.”


“Yeah,” he agreed, slouching down in the chair. “We were never close, Gabe and I, but I’d have thought he’d have trusted me enough to bring me in when he suspected foul play. I mean, I went to the memorial service. I hugged him. He could have told me.”


“He brought you in as soon as he knew for sure. I think he trusts you more than anyone.”


Burke huffed. “Yeah, maybe.”


“It couldn’t have been easy for him. Either way that private autopsy came out, it was going to be bad news. His dad was either murdered or he killed himself.” She closed her laptop and leaned her elbow on it, propping her chin on her fist. “Any guidance? Where would you start?”


“Where you said. His old cases.”


“I have some of them, but I haven’t read very far yet.” She patted her laptop. “Antoine downloaded Rocky’s case reports for the last five years of his career. And no, nobody will know that we downloaded them. He set it up so that it would look like someone from NOPD Internal Affairs was looking. If anyone notices at all.”


“Somebody’s gonna notice,” Burke said darkly. “When I think about Cresswell saying that Rocky stole cocaine . . .” He looked down, seeming surprised to see that he’d clenched his hands into fists. Slowly he relaxed them. “This is why I didn’t want to take the case. I’m too close.”


“I take it that Cresswell is Rocky’s former captain?”


“One and the same.”


“Tell me what you know.” She opened her laptop, prepared to take notes, then saw the quirk of his lips. “What?”


“You. Taking notes like you always do.”


That stung more than she’d expected it would. “That’s me,” she said grimly. “Predictable.”


“Steady,” he corrected. “Your habits are the foundation of your attention to detail, and that’s one of your best qualities. Don’t change.”


Her irritation melted away. “Aw, shucks, boss.”


He rolled his eyes. “Don’t you be gettin’ a big head, now.”


She mimed popping a balloon. “Head shrunk. Now tell me about Cresswell.”


“He’s rotten to the core, but very, very smart. Nobody’s gonna easily catch him.”


“Well, that sucks.”


He snorted. “Indeed, it does. I’ve suspected for years that he skims off the top, taking drugs from arrests and selling them back to the dealers he has on his payroll. Or that he’s blackmailed into servitude. He’s thick as thieves with a number of the New Orleans elite. Old money. Dirty money. If he’s not looking the other way in exchange for payoffs, he’s on their payroll. Either way, he gets rich.”


“You tried to prove it while you were on the force?”


“I tried. I failed.”


“Is that why you left and started the agency?”


“Let’s just say that my departure was mutually agreed upon. I couldn’t take the stink anymore and he wanted me gone.”


She leaned back in her chair. So this would be personal, then. Another good reason for Burke to recuse himself. “I’m surprised he didn’t just do away with you somehow.”


Burke grimaced. “He tried. He failed.”


“You mean that he just gave up? Let you go?”


“Nope. I kept a little souvenir. Nothing big enough to take him down, but enough to make him back off. He was cheating on his wife with a male prostitute. He’s a closet case. I don’t care, but he does, and that was enough for him to give me a wide berth.”


“So you think this Cresswell person could have murdered Rocky Hebert?”


“He could have without blinking. But I don’t think he would have. He’s not one to get his hands dirty. He would have farmed it out. If he was involved.”


“So it’s possible that he really thought Rocky stole the coke?”


“Possible. I mean, that’s what he does, and he’d assume other cops would do the same. So Cresswell’s not a slam dunk.”


“That’s clear as mud,” she said grumpily, and he grinned.


“That’s why you get paid the big bucks.”


He did pay her well, so she wasn’t going to say a word of complaint. “So Cresswell’s on the list of suspects as well as anyone who had access to that cocaine. I’ll check it out. What about Gabe’s security? You said that Lucien’s only on the case until you got his ‘actual’ security set up.”


“Gabe wants you.”


Molly frowned. “I’m investigating the case. I can’t be his security, too. I’d be stuck in his restaurant.” And in his home. Where he lived and slept and took showers. That the thought wasn’t unwelcome was . . . unwelcome.


Burke’s expression became suspiciously uneasy. “Well . . .”


She crossed her arms over her chest. “What did you do, Burke Broussard?”


“He’s going to investigate with you.”


Molly froze. “He’s what?”


Burke winced. “You heard what I said.”


“I did, but it’s not computing. He’s going to follow me around?”


“Basically?” It came out as a rather undignified question.


“Basically? Why? If he doesn’t trust me, he can hire someone else. I won’t be offended.” Except she would be. Gabe’s distrust was troubling. And that she was thinking I thought he liked me was making her feel thirteen years old.


“It’s not that. Well, not like you’re thinking.”


Molly reviewed the short meeting with Gabriel Hebert in her mind, then lurched to her feet when she remembered him worrying about her safety, the puzzle pieces falling into place. “He’s my protection?”


Burke winced again. “He thinks he is. He’s at the restaurant now, arranging for a leave of absence.”


“Burke.” She shook her head, slowly sinking back into her chair. “Why would you agree to such a thing?”


“I didn’t really, but I didn’t fight him because he’s his father’s son. He’s protective. And if it makes you feel better, he’d do the same if it were me. He’s worried that someone is going to get hurt and it’s going to be his fault.”


Molly rubbed her temples. “God save me from Neanderthal men.”


“He’s not a Neanderthal. Not any more than I am.”


She glared at him. “Not helping.” When he said no more, she sighed. “And if I refuse?”


He gave her puppy-dog eyes. “Please don’t refuse. I’m rearranging schedules so that you can call for backup if you need to go off and check out something alone.”


“Gabe’s going to allow that?” she asked sardonically.


Burke shrugged. “Just say you’re going to get your hair done. That’s what women do often, right?”


Molly laughed in spite of herself. “Yes, Burke, that’s something that women do. Some more often than others.” She sobered. “But I’m not going to lie to him. If it’s too dangerous, I’ll call for backup to stay with him, but he won’t be coming with me. That’s simply ridiculous. And dangerous.”


“I agree. I think he believes that your job is more exciting than it is. He said that he wants to see what investigating is like. When he sees that it’s boring, he’ll back off and go back to his own job.”


She rubbed her temples again. She didn’t believe that. “I suspect he’s more interested in seeing what his father did for a living.”


Burke looked stunned for a moment. “I didn’t think about that. You think he wants the connection with Rocky?”


She considered it. “Maybe that, too. What I really meant is that Rocky may have been onto something that got him killed. I think that Gabe wants to walk in his father’s footsteps to better understand what was so important that his father died for it.”


“Oh.” Burke’s lips pressed together. “I guess I’d feel the same way.”


“So would I,” she said glumly. “Difference is, we can take care of ourselves. We were cops. He’s a chef. I mean, I imagine he’s good with a butcher knife, but that might not be enough to save his life.”


Burke smiled beatifically. “Then I’m glad he has you.”


Her lip curled in a silent snarl. “You’re an asshole, Broussard.”


“Many have said far worse.”


“And they’d be right.”


He stood up. “He’s expecting you at the Choux in an hour or so. He asked if you could work there while he gets his staff ready for his absence.”


“I’m not going to read these reports in public. I’ll go get him and bring him back here.” A thought occurred that made her smile. “Maybe he can cook for us while I research.” The old building came with a small, ancient kitchen. A chef wouldn’t be excited about it.


Maybe then he’ll go back to the Choux with another bodyguard.


Burke’s grin had spread all over his face. “I knew I liked you. We can put in a grocery delivery order once he gives us a list. That’ll keep him busy while you review the police reports.”


“Fine. I’ll run home and pack a bag and let Chelsea know that I won’t be back for a while.”


“Tell her I said hey. Harper, too.”


“I will.” Her irritation softened. He’d been an incredible support when she, her sister, and her niece had needed somewhere safe to start over. She’d owe him forever. “You realize that me agreeing to having Gabe Hebert as a shadow shaves off a considerable amount of our debt.”


“Never was any debt to shave off,” he said simply. “Keep me in the loop. And do not tangle with Cresswell or any of his people without backup. Man’s a fucking snake.”


“I promise.” She crossed her heart. “Let me know when you’ve rearranged the schedule and who my backup’s going to be.”


“Probably Val. She’s between assignments.” He sobered. “Thank you, Molly. I mean, really. Thank you.” He saluted and left her in peace.


Well, not peace. Her mind was too jumpy for there to be any peace.


Gabriel Hebert. The two of them were going to be joined at the hip until she figured out who’d killed his father. Be still, my stupid heart. Because it was beating all out of rhythm.


He is a client. So be professional. No sitting too close. No sniffing his aftershave. No shenanigans of any kind.


This was going to suck.









3


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 1:30 P.M.


“I THINK THAT’LL DO it,” Gabe said to his assistant manager, ignoring the withering look on his cousin Patty’s face. “Did I miss anything?” he added, because his assistant manager was biting her lip.


Donna Lee Green shook her head. “Nothing, Chef. We’ve covered it all and there’s nothing here that we can’t handle in your absence. We’ll be fine.” She winced a little. “But are you okay?”


He drew an unsteady breath. Her compassion was expected, but it still rattled him. He didn’t want sympathy. He didn’t want pity. But this wasn’t either of those things. It was concern that stemmed from genuine affection. He’d worked with Donna Lee for years, long before he’d started the Choux. He’d handpicked her, lured her away from their former employer, and she was the best assistant manager anyone could ask for.


“I’ll be okay. It’s just that I need a little time. To process.”


Donna Lee nodded. “For what it’s worth, we all thought you came back too soon after Rocky’s passing.” She cast a glance heavenward, crossing herself. She’d loved his dad, too.


Everyone had.


Except for the bastard who’d killed him.


Gabe found a smile. “Thank you. You have my number. Call me if you need to.”


“I will.” She squeezed his arm. “But I won’t need to. Take care of yourself, Chef. See you soon.”


The office was quiet after Donna Lee had shut the door behind her, leaving him and Patty alone. Patty was short for Patience, but his cousin didn’t have much of that. Five seconds ticked by as Gabe waited for his cousin’s explosion.


He wasn’t disappointed.


“What the fuck, Gabe?” she hissed.


“I have vacation saved,” he said mildly, knowing his leave of absence wasn’t what had her so heated up. “Several weeks’ worth.”


“Because you work yourself to damn death.” She sat on the corner of the desk closest to his chair, hugging herself. “And you know that isn’t what I meant.”


“I know,” he said quietly. “But it is true. I need some time away.”


“Why? What’s wrong? And don’t tell me nothing. I know you, boy. I know your tells.” She leaned forward until they were nose to nose. “I know that something’s happened, and I know it’s bad. So tell me.” She lifted her chin. “Or I’ll tell Mama on you.”


He narrowed his eyes. “That’s low, even for you.” Because his aunt Viola was a master interrogator. Gabe was never sure just how she did it, but she got results. Vi would never tell his secrets to a soul, but she wouldn’t rest until he’d unburdened himself.


He always felt better afterward, but this time was different. The image of his father flashed through his mind. Not the one he wanted to remember, his dad smiling at him, chowing down on a bowl of gumbo, but the photo from the police report. The one that bastard Cresswell had “slipped” and shown him.


His father, slumped on the kitchen table, the exit wound in his skull the size of Gabe’s fist. That could happen to his aunt Vi. To his uncle George. To Patty. At least his aunt Gigi on his mother’s side was safe up in Montreal. But the others? They were right here, in New Orleans. They could be in danger.


They were the only close family he had left. The less they knew, the safer they’d be.


Bile rose in his throat and he cleared it roughly. “Patty.”


Patty paled. “Tell me,” she whispered.


He swallowed hard. “I can’t. Please. I can’t.”


Patty’s face lost more color, making the freckles across her nose and cheeks stand out in stark contrast. “You’re scaring me, Gabe.”


A light knock at the door interrupted the moment.


“Go away,” Patty said loudly.


“Come in,” Gabe said at the same time, even more loudly.


The door cracked open. “It’s Molly, Gabe. Molly Sutton.”


Relief washed over him. Saved by the Molly-bell. “It’s okay, Molly. Please, come in.”


Patty’s glare said that he’d be sorry for this, but she slowly stood and faced the door. Then stared in stunned surprise. “Well, hello.”


Molly smiled uncertainly. “Hi. I’m sorry. I’m clearly interrupting. I’ll wait in the dining room.”


“No.” Gabe rose and rounded the desk, his hand outstretched. “Please. Let me introduce you to my cousin, Patty.” His back to his cousin, he mouthed to Molly, “She doesn’t know.”


Molly tipped her head down in the slightest of nods. “Hi, Patty. It’s so lovely to meet you.”


Patty shook Molly’s hand, her eyes narrowing as she glanced between him and Molly. “Likewise. Happy birthday.”


Molly smiled as if she and Gabe were going on a date instead of embarking on a murder investigation. “Thank you. I have to say, your étouffée was amazing last night, just like always. Your restaurant is where we always come to celebrate.”


“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Patty’s gaze darted back to Gabe. “So . . . you two are together?”


He opened his mouth to correct her, but luckily Molly beat him to it.


Molly’s smile never wavered. “We’re colleagues, of a sort. He’s going to teach me to make that sinful cake that my friends and I demolished last night.”


Patty’s lips curved, and Gabe drew an easier breath. “You’d be the first person he showed how to make that cake,” she said with false casualness. “It took me years to get the recipe, and Gabe and I grew up together.”


So, not such an easy breath. Patty was still suspicious. She’d have to stay that way.


“I’m ready to go whenever you are, Molly.” He made a show of cleaning off his desk, even though it was already spotless.


“And how long will you be gone?” Patty asked. “Teaching her how to make your secret cake?”


Oh yeah. She was still suspicious. And pissed off. Bad combination.


“I don’t know. After I’ve taught Miss Sutton how to bake a cake—and I never said it would be my secret-recipe chocolate cake—I plan to get away by myself for a little while. I should still be in cell range, so call if you need me.” He leaned in and kissed Patty’s cheek. “I’ll be okay. I promise.”


Patty nodded, her throat working as if she were trying not to cry. Then she turned to Molly, looking her up and down, her eyes narrowing in on the slight bulge at Molly’s side, covered by her jacket.


“You’re carrying,” Patty said, her voice barely a whisper. “Gabe, why are you leaving with a woman carrying a gun?”


Molly looked down at herself. “Well, shit. You’ve got a good eye, Patty.”


“You’ve got a good tailor,” Patty replied evenly. “I might not have noticed, but it’s not normal to wear a jacket in this heat.” She turned to Gabe. “I’m waiting.”


Molly’s brows lifted, seeking guidance.


He lowered himself to the edge of the desk, letting his head fall forward. “Fucking hell, P.”


Patty came into his field of vision, squatting low and looking up. “Tell me.”


Gabe met Molly’s gaze helplessly.


“You want me to tell her?” she mouthed silently.


He shook his head, his gaze locking onto Patty’s, rising as she straightened to her full height, which was only five foot two. “I think my dad was murdered,” he said softly, so that no one outside the office could overhear. “I hired Miss Sutton to investigate.”


Patty’s mouth fell open. Then closed. Then opened again. She remained silent, though, maybe for the first time ever.


From the corner of his eye, he watched Molly walk to the corner of the office where they kept a case of bottled water. She pulled two bottles from the case and handed one to Patty and the other to Gabe.


Patty nodded her thanks, still silent. She took several big gulps of water, then sat in one of the visitor chairs, visibly shaken. Finally, she cleared her throat. “How?”


“I don’t know. That’s why I hired Miss Sutton—to find out.”


Patty shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. How did you know? How did you even suspect?”


Gabe didn’t want to have this conversation. Not ever. But especially not here and not now. “I don’t want to talk about it here.”


“Then let’s go where you do want to talk about it,” Patty snapped. “Because you will tell me. Are you in danger?” Then she blinked. “Am I in danger?” she whispered.


Gabe had intended to keep his family in the dark until he saw the fear in his cousin’s eyes. He met Molly’s gaze, found her as calm and compassionate as she’d been in Burke’s office. “I need to tell her,” he murmured. “So that she can be careful, too.”


Patty went sheet-white at that. “Mother of God,” she whispered.


Molly smoothed a hand over Patty’s back. “Come with us. We’ll sit in a secure area and have a chat.”


“Where?” Patty asked mutinously. “Gabe may have hired you, but I don’t know you.”


“Let’s go to our office. I work for a guy named Burke Broussard.”


Some of Patty’s tension dissipated at that. She looked at Gabe. “Your dad’s old partner? That Burke Broussard?”


“One and the same. I trust him. And I trust Molly.”


Patty nodded once. “Then let’s go. I’ll tell Donna Lee that I’m leaving for a while.”


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 1:45 P.M.


“Did you have a nice lunch with the mayor, sir?”


Lamont slid into the back of the town car. Black, of course. In New Orleans in damn July. Thank the good Lord for air-conditioning.


“I did, indeed,” he told his driver, whose name actually was James. Telling him Home, James had gotten old after the first week, however, which had been at least twenty years ago. Loosening his tie, he handed a paper bag over the front seat into James’s hands. “The mayor’s chef made shrimp po’boys. I asked him to make one for you.”


James beamed because shrimp po’boys were his favorite. “Thank you, sir.” He set the bag aside and turned to face traffic. “Where to now?”


“Back to the office.”


His meeting with the mayor had been very successful, but he had actual work to complete. One of these days, lunch with important people would be the work, but he wasn’t there yet. Soon. Very, very soon.


He shrugged out of the hot jacket and pulled his phone from a pocket, hoping to see a message from Stockman, but there were no new messages from his right-hand man. Which meant the Houston kid was still breathing, dammit.


There was, however, a text message from a very familiar number.


Call me.


He swallowed his sigh. Jackson Mule was becoming a pain in his ass. Correction: Jackson Mule had always been a pain in his ass, ever since they’d been kids back in the old neighborhood. Some people did not change.


Irritated, Lamont settled into his seat and hit Jackass’s name in his contacts list—labeled “Jackass” because that had been Mule’s nickname for decades. “What?” Lamont snapped when the man answered.


“Monty, please. Is that any way to speak to your partner?”


Lamont ground his teeth. He hated to be called Monty, and Jackass knew it. He supposed it was only fair that the man called him a nickname, too, but it didn’t mean he had to like it. “What is it?”


An exasperated sigh was his reply. “I’ve got information you will want to know, but I can always hang up and let you get back to whatever it was you were doing that’s more important than talking to me.”


Someday . . . Someday he’d kill the bastard. He’d make it hurt, too. For now, he needed him. “For Christ’s sake, just tell me.”


“Your boy’s boy has done hired himself a PI.”


Lamont went still, his heart skipping a beat. Calm. Be calm. “Explain, please.”


“Well, since you said please so nicely.” A deep chuckle resonated through the phone. “I got a call from my mole in the Choux.”


“Your what?”


“My mole in Le Petit Choux.”


“You hired a—” He broke off, his glance flicking to James, who, thankfully, was paying considerable attention to the midday traffic. “I didn’t tell you to hire someone.”


“Hm. I don’t suppose you did. Because you are my partner, not my boss.”


I’ll be your fucking executioner, you stupid piece of shit. It was Jackass’s fault that he was in this mess to begin with. His partner had kept Rocky’s investigation to himself for years. Hadn’t seen fit to share that there’d been a goddamn witness until the Morrow kid’s name popped up again two months before. “Why did you?”


“Because I wanted to have eyes on our boy’s boy. You wouldn’t agree to killin’ him, after all.”


“You are correct about that last part.” Because killing Rocky Hebert’s son was too damn risky. One washed-up, drunken ex-cop killing himself was totally believable. But his up-and-coming chef son? Who had no history of depression or alcoholism or suicidal tendencies? That would never fly. Although now that the son had hired a PI, he might need to rethink that decision. “Nor did I agree to hiring someone.”


The deep rumble on the other end grew cold. “Do you want to know about the PI or not?”


“I do.” He gritted his teeth. “Please.”


“She came into the Choux to see Rocky’s boy. Left with the boy and his cousin.”


“The co-owner.”


“The very one. Both cousins seemed agitated and worried, but the woman PI was as cool as a cucumber.”


Agitated and worried. Dammit. “Wait. He hired a woman?”


“He did. Pretty thing, too. Wearing a jacket in this heat.”


Which meant she’d been armed. Fucking hell. He hadn’t anticipated this, but knowing that Gabriel Hebert suspected something was good intel. The mole had been useful, not that he’d ever admit it. “Do you have a name?”


“My mole got a gander at her license plate as she was driving the cousins away. Registered to a Margaret Sutton. Got her PI license a few years ago.”


“Her background?”


“Been here in New Orleans for three years. Before that, she was a cop in North Carolina, State Bureau of Investigation. Before that, she was a Marine.”


Fuck. She’d be formidable, then. “Who’s her employer? Or does she run her own business?”


“Not sure yet, but I’m gonna find out. There’s one question you didn’t ask, but should have.”


He ground his teeth again. “Which was?”


“Why she left the North Carolina SBI.”


After a pause of several seconds, he ground his teeth harder. “Why did she leave?”


Another annoying chuckle. “I thought you’d never ask, Monty. She killed her own brother-in-law.”


He blinked. He hadn’t expected that. “Why?”


“It was ruled self-defense, but you know how that goes. One cop coverin’ for another.”


“Yes,” he said dryly. “I know all about that.”


“I’m sure you do. I’ll find out who her boss is and let you know. I suppose the question we both should be asking is, why now? What does Rocky’s boy know that had him hiring a PI?”


“And who has he told?”


“Exactly. I’m on it and I’ll let you know when I find out more. Then we can figure out how to handle him.”


“What do you mean, you’re ‘on it’?” Lamont asked warily.


“I’ve got eyes on the woman as we speak.”


“Make sure they’re discreet,” he snapped.


“As always.” The reply was an infuriating drawl with a touch of malice.


“Fine. I’ll be waiting.” Lamont ended the call and, looking around, found that they’d progressed all of two blocks. Damn festivals. They gummed up the works, seemed like every damn week.


“What’s going on this week, James?”


James’s gaze flicked to meet his in the rearview mirror before returning to the long line of cars that stretched before them. “Satchmo, sir.”


“But that doesn’t start for two more days.” He shook his head. “Never mind. Damn tourists.”


“Yes, sir. I’m glad for their money, but not for their traffic jams.”


“You and me both,” he grumbled, checking his calendar. At least his personal assistant had cleared his afternoon of meetings. He tapped on her name, unsurprised when she answered on the first ring. “Ashley, I’m stuck in traffic.”


“I figured you would be, sir. That’s why I cleared your calendar. SummerFest traffic.”


He smiled in spite of his irritation at the delay. Ashley always made him smile. She’d make a good wife number four, if she stuck around long enough for him to be rid of wife number three. “Any calls while I was out?”


“Just your wife, sir. She said she’d talk to you later.”


He ground his teeth again. He had to stop doing that. His teeth would be nothing but nubs by the end of the day at this rate. “I talked to her before I went to lunch.”


“I know, sir. She told me. She was . . . well, unhappy with me.”


He frowned. “Did she say anything to you?”


“Not really. Accused me of lying about your whereabouts like she always does. But—” Her voice dropped to below a whisper. “I think she suspects.”


Not a surprise, considering Joelle had been his personal assistant when he’d had an affair with her while married to wife number two. “Just stay out of her way. I’ll deal with her later. Can you send the Nelson file to my email? I have no idea how long I’ll be stuck in the car, and I’d like to have it read before I meet with him at dinner.”


“Doing it now.” Her voice warmed. “I’ll, um, see you later.”


“Yes, you certainly will.” He ended the call and leaned forward. “James, did my wife call you today?”


James’s wince was answer enough. “Yes. Three times while you were in with the mayor.”


“I see. I’m sorry about that. She’s in a mood today.”


James said nothing because he was a very smart man.


Joelle would have to be dealt with soon. She needed to be calm and unruffled and proper, not some screaming fishwife. Looking out the window at the tourists, he scowled. He couldn’t divorce her soon enough. And, as tempting as killing her was, having her commit suicide was too risky, seeing as how that was what ended wife number one. It was one of his favorite ways of eliminating human obstacles. Case in point, Rocky Hebert.


His son knows. Although what the chef knew was still to be determined. He could have hired a PI to investigate something entirely unrelated to his father’s “suicide.”


Lamont would worry about that when they knew for sure what Rocky’s boy had discovered.


He reined his thoughts back to the annoyance that was Joelle. Eventually, once his political career was firmly established, he would get rid of her. But he didn’t think she’d agree to a simple divorce, and he didn’t want to have to create a sexual scandal like he had with wife number two, who’d expected to receive alimony.


Alas for Francesca, she’d been caught cheating with one of his best interns. Kid had unwittingly done him a real solid by fucking his wife, but the aftermath had been embarrassing.


So suicide was out. Divorce would take too long. But maybe Joelle could meet with an unfortunate accident.


That cheered him immensely. Hell, he could milk the hell out of being a grieving widower.


Should be worth a few votes when election time rolled around. Assuming he won—which he would—he could introduce legislation to decrease the danger of whatever it was that had killed her. He’d even name the bill after her. It was only right, after all.


The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, JULY 25, 1:55 P.M.


Molly Sutton drove a big-ass, double-cab Toyota Tundra truck in fire-engine red, which had surprised Gabe. It seemed very conspicuous for a PI’s vehicle, but Molly had told him that it wasn’t her normal ride when he’d said as much. Normally she drove a boring sedan, but her sister had borrowed it today. After that exchange, they’d fallen quiet, Molly focused on the snarled traffic while Patty sat beside him in the back seat, her body tense, her expression frightened. Gabe knew how she felt.


He’d been foolish to think that he could keep this from her. She knew him too well.


He’d expected her to demand answers as soon as they’d closed the truck’s doors, but she hadn’t. He wondered if she was as afraid to ask as he was to explain.


Trying to redirect his own anxiety so that he didn’t feed Patty’s, Gabe sniffed, his nose detecting an earthy odor beneath the onion and garlic of Patty’s chef’s uniform. He sniffed again and concentrated.


Molly caught his eye in the rearview and smirked. “Horses.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’re smelling horses. My saddle, mainly. I usually keep it on the back seat.”


Patty had been leaning against the headrest, eyes closed. But at the word “horses,” she opened them. “You have a horse?”


Molly nodded. “We have two, my sister and I. We grew up on a farm and rode nearly every day. When we moved here, we brought our girls with us.”


“A farm where?” Patty asked, and Gabe was grateful to Molly for the distraction. His cousin wasn’t a nervous sort, but she was scared shitless right now and he couldn’t blame her.


“Western North Carolina, near Hickory. My family lived there until recently.” There was a slight catch in her voice, but Molly cleared her throat and went on. “My dad died three years ago, and we moved to New Orleans afterward.”


Her father, who’d been murdered and maybe even framed. Like Dad was. There was a story there. Gabe could look it up right now for an even bigger distraction, but Patty was hanging on Molly’s every word and, he could admit to himself, so was he.


It wasn’t Molly’s words, really. She had a soothing tone. He could imagine her using it to quiet a nervous horse.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Patty said with genuine regret. “What about your mother?”


“She died about ten years ago. I miss her every day. She was the heart of our family.”


“My mother is, too. She’s a huge part of my life.” Patty patted Gabe’s upper arm. “Of our lives.”


Because he was alone now, his parents gone. The fear he’d felt while leaving the Choux was still present, but it was now mixed with both sadness at his loss and comfort in the knowledge that he was still part of Patty’s family. He’d never truly be alone.


“It’s just me and my sister now,” Molly offered, as if sensing his mood. “And my niece.”


“And she rides, too?” Patty asked.


Molly chuckled. “She could ride almost before she could walk. She’s a natural.”


Patty leaned forward. “What kind of horses?”


“Ginger is a mustang. We adopted her from the Bureau of Land Management after one of their sweeps. They auction off the horses every year. She’s my sister’s horse. My Shelley is a quarter horse. She’s old now—nearly twenty—but we used to do barrel racing when we were both much younger.”


“I’ve seen that on TV,” Patty said enthusiastically. She talked on and on, becoming less tense with every moment.


Not so Molly. Her tension was barely detectable, and he wouldn’t have noticed had he not been watching her so intently. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel, her jaw going tight. She flicked a glance in the rearview, but not to look at them. She was looking behind them, a sense of alertness charging the air around her.


Patty kept chatting, not seeming to notice, and Gabe didn’t want to scare her by twisting in his seat. He slid to the left a little, peering into the side mirror on the driver’s side.


All he saw was the slow-moving traffic that plagued the Quarter every week of the summer. It was festival season and this weekend was one of the big ones—the Satchmo SummerFest. There’d soon be music and crowds and busy, busy shifts at the Choux.


He’d picked a terrible time to take off. Patty should hate him.


But she wouldn’t, because Patty was the most generous soul on the planet. And, clearly, still as horse crazy as she’d been as a teenage girl.


Molly was telling her about the riding lessons offered at the stable where she and her sister boarded, and Patty was making plans to go for a ride. Which she wouldn’t follow through on, of course. Not that Patty wouldn’t want to, but the two of them spent nearly all of their waking hours at the Choux.
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