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“Is that your phone in your pocket,” Kate drawled in a damn fine version of Mae West’s comment to Cary Grant, as Nick’s phone vibrated, “or are you

just happy to see me?”




“A little of the first, a whole lot of the second.” Her nearness had his gut tangling in a knot of sexual awareness as he pulled his cell phone off his belt.

Her breath was sweet from the sugary beignets she’d eaten. And warm. The thought of those sweet, silky lips on his body, moving down his chest, over his stomach, which was knotting even tighter at the fantasy, then lower still, taking him deep, nearly undid him.

He might be a SEAL. But he was also a man. A flesh-and-blood horny man who couldn’t resist plucking at those amazing lips.
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New Orleans




THEY CAME FOR NICK BROUSSARD IN THE DARK, guns drawn, harsh shouts shattering the night.

It was 0430 hours, a time in the morning that the navy referred to as “oh-dark thirty,” when all but the most determined party animals or chronic drunks were asleep—or at least passed out—in bed.

As he’d been. Until they’d stormed onto his ketch, dressed all in black like ninjas, pistols drawn.

“On your knees!” one of them screamed, his voice cracking with the same nervous adrenaline that slammed into Nick’s bloodstream like a Stinger missile. “Hands on top of your head.”

“Hey, stay cool, cher. I know the drill.”

Hadn’t he been on the other end of it enough times? Both as a Navy SEAL and, more recently, before he’d been thrown off the force, an NOPD cop.

Nick’s head nearly exploded as he crawled out of bed, laced his fingers together on top of his pounding skull, and refused to flinch when the metal barrel pressed against his temple.

The kid on the other end of the pistol had a shiny, beardless face that made him look as if he hadn’t made it out of adolescence.

Had he ever been that freaking young?

Nah. When your father was Antoine Broussard, an angry, brawling man with an explosive, white-hot temper, you grew up real fast.

A storm had boiled in from the Gulf; the torrential rain hammering on the deck of The Hoo-yah created a thick, slanting curtain of white noise that must’ve been why he hadn’t heard them coming.

It had to have been the rain. Or all the damn Jack Daniel’s he’d drunk last night. Because the only other possibility was that he was losing his edge. Which would suggest he might be getting old.

And wasn’t that a fun thought?

Nah. Couldn’t be. Six months ago he’d been running black op missions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Sure, he’d been wounded, but a little shrapnel in the thigh and chest couldn’t make a guy go downhill that fast.

Could it?

Hell, no. Still, getting older was definitely preferable to an up close and personal meeting with the Grim Reaper. Which could well be in his future if these thugs decided to take a little drive out into the swamp.

There were four of them, and one of him. Which might present a problem for some Delta Force dog-face, but if you were a SEAL, well, hey, that just meant the odds were in your favor.

His problem was, he had to keep his eye on the mission. Which meant if he took the bad guys out, he might fail to infiltrate Leon LeBlanc’s organization. Which wasn’t an option.

“Y’all cops?” The easy conversational tone wasn’t easy given that his mouth was dry as Death Valley and tasted like he’d sucked up every last bit of mud in the Mississippi delta. “Or maybe LeBlanc sent you?”

Getting the attention of the guy who ran the South Louisiana rackets was what had put him in that Algiers bar last night. And that, in turn, was responsible for what he suspected was going to end up being the mother of all hangovers. The trouble with going undercover was that you had to act like the bad guys. Who last night had appeared to be trying to drink the state of Louisiana dry.

“Shut the hell up!” A big ugly thug, built like a refrigerator, slammed a steel-toed boot into his back.

A shock of fiery pain tore up Nick’s back. Hell, he’d be pissing blood for a week.

If he stayed alive that long.

Nick wasn’t afraid of death. Back when he’d been providing rapid response in hot spots all over the world, he’d faced it down more than once. Besides, any guy afraid to die was a guy who was afraid to live. And the one thing Nick had always had in common with his brawling, alcoholic old man was that he believed in living life to the fullest.

“Let’s go, Broussard.” The refrigerator jerked Nick to his feet.

“Y’all gonna let me get dressed first? Even down here during Mardi Gras, dragging a guy off to jail naked might make some bystander a tad suspicious.”

Nick figured he’d be lucky to be going to jail.

Proving that he wasn’t exactly dealing with NASA scientists, the men seemed stumped by his request. He watched as they exchanged dumbfounded, what-the-fuck-do-we-do-now looks. Finally, fridge guy lifted his knuckles off the floor long enough to scoop up the underwear lying on top of the discarded pile of clothes Nick couldn’t remember stripping out of, and he tossed them at him.

“Thanks.”

Nick snagged them out of the air and yanked them on. The gray knit boxer briefs were a long way from a suit of armor, but if a guy had to go into battle, and it looked as if he was going to be doing exactly that, it was a helluva lot more preferable to tuck your balls away beforehand. He’d never gotten why so many of his old SEAL team found going commando a cool thing to do.

The thug yanked his arms behind his back so hard, he was surprised his shoulders didn’t pop out of their joints. A pair of handcuffs locked around his wrists, digging tightly into his skin. Nick had always enjoyed that click of metal, which was so much more satisfying than the rasp of plastic the military was using these days. He did not enjoy it now.

Everyone on the boat, including Nick, froze as a siren from a cop car screamed nearby on Lake Marina Avenue. Then faded into the distance.

“Let’s go.” His captor pushed Nick toward the splintered door that was hanging by its hinges.

“Since you asked so nicely, how can I refuse?”

“You keep mouthin’ off, numbnuts, and you gonna be gator bait.”

It was not, Nick suspected, an idle threat.
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Chicago




THE SKY OUTSIDE THE APARTMENT WAS STILL A deep, dark purple as Kate Delaney set her treadmill to a grade more likely found in the Rockies than the flat Midwest, then cranked her iPod up to blast out her eardrums. As Pearl Jam spun the black circle, she began to run, her snazzy new Nike Shox Turbos pounding on the endless rubber track that wasn’t nearly as satisfying as running outdoors.

Southern born and bred, Kate hated the cold, but given the choice between the treadmill and having her cheeks chapped red by the icy Chicago wind, she’d choose the wind any day.

“I hope they end up in the lowest hub of hell,” she muttered, damning the cretins who’d so screwed up her life. “Forced to spend eternity in polyester white leisure suits, listening to canned disco music 24/7.”

Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the city lights sparkled over the landscape like jewels spilled from a pirate’s chest. The view was one of the reasons she’d rented a loft in a building that was still undergoing renovation. Even with the raise she’d gotten with her last promotion, lake views were beyond a cop’s salary. Then one day, while she’d been trying on shoes at Marshall Field’s, a fellow shopper had her bag snatched.

Barefoot, Kate had chased him through the store and down State Street. After half a block, she nailed him with a flying leap that knocked the breath out of him and gave her concrete burns on both knees.

After the perp had been hauled away in a black-and-white cruiser, the woman, hugely grateful to have her pricey Prada bag back, gave Kate her card and told her to call if she ever happened to be in the market for a house. Or even, she’d amended, taking in Kate’s decidedly midpriced dark suit, an apartment.

Coincidentally, Kate just happened to be.

The real estate agent had not only found Kate this loft, she’d gotten the building’s owner to pay the power bills, which made it not cheap, but at least affordable. So long as she was willing to eat Rice Krispies for dinner twice a week.

Her first night in the loft, Kate had watched, enthralled, as the city kept changing before her eyes between dusk and dawn. Her grateful real estate agent had left a bottle of champagne in the refrigerator. It’d been domestic, not imported, but the difference would have been lost on its recipient, anyway, and in between hot, steamy lovemaking sessions with the man who’d taken advantage of her uncharacteristically romantic mood to propose yet again (only to be refused, yet again), Kate had toasted her good fortune, blissfully unaware that her luck—and her life—were both about to take a drastic turn for the worse.

The same windows that offered Kate a bird’s-eye view of Chicago also allowed people to look in. Was someone in that building across the street watching her now? Through one of the many telescopes she knew residents had set up in their apartment windows?

Or worse yet, was she being watched through a sniper’s scope? Was she, even now, in the crosshairs?

Hating the feeling of being so exposed, Kate cranked up both the volume and the speed and began running faster. Harder.

An hour later, her aggravation somewhat eased by exertion, she showered, blow-dried her unruly curly hair, twisting it into a braid so tight her temples hurt, then dressed in one of the black pantsuits she’d bought when she made detective.

She’d chosen the suits because they were practical and didn’t show dirt or blood. Not because they proved an appealing foil for her light auburn hair and ivory complexion. Today she was counting on the unrelieved black to provide her with gravitas and keep attention on her words and not her looks.

Standing at the kitchen counter, looking out over the sweeping spread of city lights, feigning a composure she was a long way from feeling, just in case anyone might be observing her, Kate gulped down her third mug of coffee, then poured one more for the road.

Sufficiently wired with the caffeine that overrode her sleepless night, she strapped on her leather shoulder holster, grabbed her coat from the rack by the door, squared her shoulders, and then, feeling a lot like Russell Crowe’s gladiator entering the Colosseum, marched out the door.

The ancient elevator, formerly used for freight, took its time clanking its way up to the top floor. When it finally arrived, she swept a quick look around the interior, then, assured it was empty, stepped inside.

She’d been offered protection. In fact, the federal prosecutor had called again just last night, trying to get her to accept an armed bodyguard. Which was, in Kate’s mind, ridiculous. Cops were the ones who protected and served. They didn’t need protection. Especially from other cops.

She’d turned the offer down. As she had dozens of times over the past months.

Knowing that the yellow-livered bastards she was testifying against wanted her to believe that every breath might be her last, Kate refused to give in to the dark and creeping feeling of doom as, with an ominous grinding of gears and a jolt that rattled her bones, the elevator began its descent. Their goal was to make her sweat the everyday stuff, to make her live her life on that gut-gnawing, razor-sharp balance between fight and flight.

But the thing was, if she allowed the bad guys to get under her skin, they’d win.

And for them to win, she’d have to lose.

“Which is so not an option,” she muttered darkly as the elevator suddenly rattled to a jerky stop on the fifth floor.

A jolt of adrenaline hit her already coffee-jazzed bloodstream. Prepared to draw her Glock, she let out a quick, relieved breath as the door opened to reveal a man clad in a black cashmere coat.

“Good morning,” he greeted her.

“Morning.” Kate’s tone was brusque. She didn’t return his smile. But, recognizing him as a tenant, she did take her hand from beneath her coat.

“They say it’s going to snow all day,” he said.

She shrugged as the elevator began clanking back down again. “It’s Chicago. That’s what it does. Snow.”

And snow. And snow. When it wasn’t sleeting, which was even worse.

“Doesn’t sound as if you’re much of a fan of our winters.”

“Snow’s okay, I guess, when you’re a kid.” Not that she’d ever experienced a white winter as a child, growing up in the hot and steamy South. “Once you’re an adult and have to deal with driving in the stuff and salt eating through your car and mountains of brown slush until spring, it sort of loses its appeal.”

“Ever go skiing?”

“No.”

“You might change your mind about snow if you did.”

Kate figured there was a better chance of her being appointed police commissioner. The odds of which, after today, would be…oh, say, a bazillion to one.

He filled in the silence surrounding them when she didn’t respond. “I’ve got this place in Colorado.”

“Hmmm,” she said noncommittally, in no mood for conversation.

“In Purgatory.”

Which was exactly what this ride was beginning to feel like.

“Skiing’s great this time of year. White powder like you wouldn’t believe.”

The only kind of white powder she’d ever been interested in came in bags. More bags than people outside the cop business—including those politicians who were constantly passing drug laws—could ever believe.

“I’m going back there next week.”

“Lucky you.”

Personally, she couldn’t figure out why anyone would escape Midwest winter weather only to go to a place with even more snow, but she’d witnessed a lot weirder stuff in her years on the force.

As he continued to extol the wonders of racing hell-bent down an icy 14,000-foot mountain strapped onto two narrow pieces of wood or whatever skis were made of these days, Kate zoned out, focusing her mind on her upcoming testimony.

She’d always been good in court. No, better than good. She was effin’ great. Attorneys in the DA’s office loved her because she kept her answers brief, never wandered from the question, never offered a personal opinion, stuck to the facts, and, most important, was never, ever rattled by the opposition.

Of course, she’d never been personally involved in a case, either. Until now.

“Thought you might like to go with me.”

That got her attention.

“With you?” She must’ve heard wrong. “To Colorado?”

They’d met a month ago, when he’d been moving in. He’d been carrying a six-foot ficus up to his new apartment, and Kate—whose black thumb had never met a plant it didn’t immediately murder—had admired the leafy-green tree. They’d exchanged brief greetings in the garage a few times since then, but this was the longest conversation they’d had.

“Your case should be pretty much wrapped up about then, right?”

Every atom in Kate’s body went on red alert. Although his mouth was curved in a benign smile, she’d known stone-cold killers who enjoyed snuffing out a life.

Especially a cop’s life.

As if on cue, the already dim overhead light flickered.

Once.

Twice.

A third time.

Just as his gloved hand reached inside his black overcoat, the light went out, pitching the elevator into darkness.








3

New Orleans




THE SMELL OF THE EARLIER RAIN LINGERED ON air scented with camellias, salt, and diesel oil from the nearby river. As she made her tentative way across the uneven, shell-strewn ground, Desiree Doucett tightly clutched the dark hand of the man who’d brought her to this spooky City of the Dead.

Even pre-Katrina, no cautious woman would have ever entered St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 during the day, let alone at night. Not that anyone would ever call her cautious.

But still, some risks seemed acceptable. This one did not.

The fact that her companion, Toussaint Jannise, had paid a drug dealer from the neighboring redbrick housing project to accompany them into the cemetery did little to calm Desiree’s nerves. Bald, glowering, huge enough to play linebacker for the Saints, and, she suspected, heavily armed beneath that black trench coat he was wearing—what was to prevent the oversize homeboy from deciding he could make more by robbing them in the deserted cemetery?

Or killing them, just for kicks?

Or robbing them, then killing Toussaint, finally ending his Mardi Gras crime spree by raping and killing her?

Nothing. They were literally at his mercy.

Nerves jangled, her pulse hammered in her throat. Desiree swallowed and tasted the metallic flavor of fear.

A thin slice of moonlight had managed to slip through a gap in the heavy rain-black clouds, causing the crumbling tombs, barely visible through the swirling thick fog, to gleam like mute, white ghosts.

They stopped at a tomb covered with brick dust X’s. Coins, shells, and shiny Mardi Gras beads littered the ground around it. The tomb belonged to Marie Laveau, the famed nineteenth-century Voodoo queen. The X’s signified bequests, the offerings gifts of appreciation for wishes granted. Or, just in case.

She watched as Toussaint, who was her teacher as well as her lover, knelt in front of the tomb and, after singing a few African-sounding words she wasn’t going to begin to try to understand, began sprinkling yellow cornmeal onto the ground. Although she hadn’t been studying Voodoo very long, Desiree understood that he was creating a vever, a tribute to Damballah-Wedo, the most popular father-god, who, when in his serpent guise, had formed the hills and valleys on earth and brought forth all the stars and planets in the heavens. When he’d shed his skin in the sunlight, releasing water all over the land, the sun he’d created shone in the water, creating the rainbow.

His wife and life partner, Aida-Wedo, a short-coiled, iridescent serpent, shared Damballah-Wedo’s function as cosmic protector and giver of blessings. It was Aida-Wedo’s image Desiree had tattooed on her breast.

While Toussaint worked to create the vever, Desiree carefully laid out their offerings: a bottle of specially blended perfume, a rosary with multicolored beads to signify the sacred rainbow, a ripe banana, because that’s what the rainbow-hued snake preferred to eat, and seven shiny silver dollars, which she suspected their “protector” would return for as soon as they’d left.

Most people left silver dimes.

Then again, most people weren’t in as much trouble as she was.

He stood up. Brushed his palms together. “C’est tout.”

He put his arm around her and together they looked down at the yellow cornmeal drawing of the two standing snakes with a line of five pointed stars between them.

“That’s beautiful,” she said.

“There are those who could do much better,” he responded with the humility that had attracted her to him in the first place. In her line of work, she didn’t meet many men confident enough in their masculinity to be humble. “But hopefully the god and goddess will find my small effort pleasing.”

He reached into the pocket of his slacks, pulled out a charcoal crayon, and handed it to her. The church, which oversaw the upkeep of the cemetery, had been complaining about people damaging other tombs in order to obtain brick to write with. That was another thing Desiree loved about this man. The fact that he was so thoughtful of others. Another rare commodity in her world.

“Now,” he said. “Make three X’s on the tomb while silently telling Marie Laveau of your desire.”

That was an easy one. She wanted to stay alive. Then, if she was allowed a bonus request, she wanted to live happily-ever-after with Toussaint Jannise.

“C’est tout,” she said, echoing his French, when she was finished with her silent request.

“Bien.” He took her hand in his, the contrast between his dark skin and her fair reminding her yet again of all the ways they were so different.

But she was changing. Thanks to him.

He folded her fingers into her palm so her hand was now a fist. “Knock three times on the tomb where you’ve made your marks,” he instructed.

As she followed his instructions, he began to sway, his chants ringing with the musical tones of the Caribbean.

His remarkable turquoise eyes were closed, his handsome face illuminated, as if a thousand candles had been lit beneath his skin. He lifted his arms, palms up, toward the sky. A wind, seemingly seasoned with incense and mysterious spices, gusted in from the river, lifting his beaded hair until it flared out, an ebony halo around his head.

“Shit, man,” said the bodyguard whom she’d forgotten was standing nearby. “This is some fucking weird stuff.”

“You even think about leaving and this man will have Marie Laveau turn you into a goat,” she warned, not taking her eyes from Toussaint as the ground began to roll beneath their feet. “And then he’ll sacrifice you to the darkest, most evil of all the Voodoo gods. Horned fuckers so bad you can’t even imagine them in your worst nightmare.

“And then, after he’s sliced you open with his machete, and eaten your still-beating heart, we’ll roast you on a spit and cut you up into little pieces and serve you to all your drug-dealing enemies.”

“You are some tough bitch,” he complained.

“You know it, homie.” Not that she’d ever had much choice.

A storm raged around them: deafening thunder boomed like cannon fire, forks of white lightning flashed like fiery comets across the sky. Stars began to tumble; the full white moon floating over the City of the Dead began to pulse. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, until it rivaled the wild beat of her heart.

The wind roared; the earth trembled. Hot rain poured down in a deluge, the water sizzling on her skin. Having absolute faith in the man and his mojo, excitement and power and, yes, even hope burning through her blood, Desiree watched, enthralled, as the ghost galleon moon broke free of its moorings and came crashing toward earth.

The tomb glowed blinding bright. A brilliant blue light shot up from the top and speared the moon, tossing it back up through the roiling black clouds.

And then all was quiet.

The rain stopped as if turned off at a tap. Toussaint’s beads settled back around his shoulders. As his arms lowered to his side, the earth steadied.

The spinning stars became fixed once again, sparkling like diamonds on velvet, while the moon continued its peaceful journey across the midnight-blue sky.

“J’ai fait tous ce que je pouvais,” he murmured. “I did all that I could.”

Although he was six feet tall and built like a sprinter, he appeared drained. And no wonder.

“You have”—she put her arms around him, not to seduce but to comfort—“done more for me than anyone else ever in my life.”

“Damn,” the dealer croaked. “Can we go now?”

Toussaint smiled benignly, not looking anything like a man who’d turn anyone into a sacrificial goat. “Of course.”

They left the cemetery hand in hand.

“That was,” Desiree said, “amazing.”

“Was it?” he asked.

“You didn’t know?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I suppose I was caught up in the moment.”

“Well, let me tell you, darlin’, it was one freaking cool moment. If that didn’t get Marie Laveau’s attention, nothing will.”

Desiree knew that some people—like her charlatan mother, who’d certainly done more than a few woo-woo gigs herself—would say Toussaint had merely pulled off a grand charade. She’d explain how he’d obviously set up the speakers and multimedia show earlier, before they’d arrived.

That he’d played to his audience’s weaknesses, laying the groundwork and letting their imaginations fill in the rest.

He’s a showman, just lying to you, baby. It’s only your imagination.

It was what her mama always told her whenever the demons came. But then Antoinette Carroll Pickett St. Croix had never been known for her veracity. Although supposedly wellborn into a fine Savannah family whose antecedents had fought in the American Revolution, Antoinette—actually a product of a cabaret singer and a disbarred alcoholic southern lawyer—had always lived by her razor-sharp wits and the honeyed lies that came so trippingly off her tongue.

Her mother’s daughter in looks, attitude, and ambition, Desiree knew a lot about lies. She also knew something her mama didn’t.

Sometimes the demons were real.
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THE STORM BLEW TOWARD THE NORTHEAST, taking its drenching rains into Mississippi, leaving behind moist air pregnant with the dank, cloying odor of decaying vegetation. The chirr of crickets provided a sharp counterpoint to the deep bass croak of bullfrogs, and the drone of the outboard motor felt like a dentist’s drill behind Nick’s eyes. Still handcuffed, sliding from drunk to hungover, and soaking wet from being dragged out into the rain, he’d been driven across the Mississippi into St. Bernard Parish. Now he was lying on his back on the flat bottom of a pirogue cutting its way through the bayou’s twists and turns.

Overhead, Orion—the hunter—armed and in search of prey, strode across a sky as black as the oil floating on top of the water the boat was cutting through. Being in the swamp, especially at night, was like taking a trip back in time to prehistoric days. Nick wouldn’t have been surprised to see a pterodactyl suddenly flying through the silvery Spanish moss hanging from the knobby cypress and tupelo trees, or a towering brontosaurus emerging from the lush, moonlit tangle of ferns.

The dark didn’t bother him. Hell, before returning home to Louisiana, he’d spent fifteen years working under the cloak of night. “The enemy fears the dark,” Chief Jake O’Halloran always said. “For we SEALs are in it.”

They’d been more than in the night. They’d fucking owned it.

When they reached a spot that was more mud than water, the larger of his two captors turned off the engine and began poling. After about twenty minutes, they came around a bend and the muddy waterway opened up onto what appeared to be a small lake. Located on the bank of the lake, beneath the gnarled, spreading limbs of a centuries-old oak, stood an old-style planters’ cabin, set on stilts.

Nick had heard rumors about this camp since joining the force, but he hadn’t run across anyone who’d actually found it. Which made sense since, if you believed the stories, the last person to give away the location had been fed to the gators, limb by limb, while still alive.

The camp’s location was isolated even by bayou standards. Nick wondered if the fact that he’d been brought here meant he was about to suffer a similar fate.

And wouldn’t that be ironic…to survive a damn mortar attack in the mountains of Afghanistan only to end up killed by some asshole Louisiana wiseguy.

The interior of the cabin would have made a Trappist monk’s cell look luxurious by comparison. The four straight-backed chairs and large table that took up most of the single room had been built from local cypress; there were no cushions on the seats for comfort.

A few army-green cots lined the walls. A Confederate flag hung on the wall along with some Hometown Hotties torn from the pages of Maxim magazine.

The kerosene lantern on the table revealed a dark amoeba-shaped bloodstain spread over the rough plank floor.

Of course, this could be a hunting cabin, the blood from some unlucky wild animal.

Sure it was. And he was Vin freakin’ Diesel.

For a guy who’d grown up on the mean streets of Algiers—Louisiana, not Africa—Leon LeBlanc cleaned up real good. His three-thousand-dollar Italian suit looked custom-made, the thick silver hair sweeping back from his forehead had been expensively scissor-cut, and his nails had been buffed to a mother-of-pearl sheen. Stick him in the stands at a Tulane game and he might look like a banker or stockbroker alumnus from one of those tall glass business towers in the CBD. Until you noticed the .38 handgun pointed at Nick’s chest.

“Welcome, Mr. Broussard.” His tone was casual, but if a gator could smile, it’d look a helluva lot like LeBlanc. “How nice of you to drop by.”

“Nice of you to invite me,” Nick drawled. And about freaking time. Nick had begun to think it’d be easier to get a meeting with the president. “Though if I’d known this party was formal, I’d have taken time to have my old dress-blue uniform pressed.”

LeBlanc’s smile didn’t fade. But Nick sensed animosity seething from the hulk looming behind him.

Apparently picking up on the same vibes, LeBlanc lifted a hand. “Why don’t you boys go outside after you take the cuffs off Mr. Broussard?”

It was more order than suggestion and everyone in the cabin knew it. Nick was reluctantly impressed when the goons shuffled out.

“Good trick.” He resisted rubbing his chafed wrists. “They’ve already proven they know how to fetch. Do they bring you your paper and slippers in the morning, too?”

“I don’t wear slippers.” As if deciding Nick didn’t offer a threat, he put down the pistol and reached into a cooler sitting on the floor beside the table. “I leave those for the girly men.” He skimmed a gaze over Nick. “Seems you don’t favor them, either. Which isn’t surprising, you having been in the military and all. And, who your daddy was.”

Deciding it wasn’t a question, Nick didn’t respond.

LeBlanc pulled two bottles of beer from the cooler. Dixie, which, since Katrina had taken out the hundred-year-old brewery, had become as rare around these parts as a FEMA official with a checkbook. He held one of the bottles out to Nick.

“Why don’t you have yourself a seat, Broussard? And we’ll have ourselves a little chat.”

“How about I go home and leave you to chat with your oversize lapdogs?”

“They’re good boys. Maybe not as sophisticated as some, but they’re loyal, which is a rare commodity these days.” Gold eyes, rimmed with a darker brown, skimmed over Nick. Took in the bruises. “They were rough on you.”

“You could say that.”

Having grown up sitting in for his father during the weekly poker games, Nick knew when to hold ’em. And when to fold.

Given that LeBlanc had dealt himself a hand of aces, Nick sprawled in the wooden chair and took a long pull from the bottle, enjoying the faint tang of the barrels the beer was aged in. There were beer snobs who probably wouldn’t consider Dixie the best beer in the world, but Nick had been drinking it since he was fifteen, and as far as he was concerned, there wasn’t anything on the planet better with crawfish.

“Good man, your daddy,” LeBlanc said. “I was sorry to hear he’d passed on.”

“Well, that makes one of us.”

Nick knew damn well that although he probably hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger—LeBlanc hadn’t survived all these years by risking capture while doing his own dirty work—the mobster’s fingerprints were all over Big Antoine’s so-called suicide.

He put the bottle down on the table and went for the bluff. “Look, LeBlanc. You may have half the cops in the parish on your tab, but I’m not my old man.”

“So I’ve heard. Antoine used to say you might be wild, but you were as clean as a fuckin’ altar boy.”

“Excuse me if I have trouble buying that.”

A patrician silver brow arched. “Which? That your father thought you possessed integrity? Or that he talked about you at all?”

Nick shrugged and took another long drink of the beer. Talking about his old man made him thirsty.

“He was real proud of you,” LeBlanc continued smoothly. Despite the outward convivial tone, this was not, Nick knew, a casual conversation. Wiseguys like LeBlanc didn’t send their goons to haul a guy out into the bayou in the middle of the night because they were looking for someone to chew the fat with. “Didn’t understand you worth shit. But he was proud.”

“You got cell-phone signal out here?”

The older man’s brow furrowed at the seeming non sequitur. “It’s spotty. Why?”

“Because you might want to use that friggin’ phone to call someone who cares.”

Nick suspected not many people would have the nerve to mouth off to Leon LeBlanc. At least that’s what he was counting on.

Bingo. LeBlanc threw back his head and roared. “Damned if you ain’t your old man’s kid after all.”

He rubbed his palms—which looked as if they’d never done a lick of physical work—together with apparent glee, enjoying some private joke he wasn’t prepared to let Nick in on.

“Hear you got yourself into a little trouble with the cops.”

Nick shrugged. “I was set up.”

“That’s your story and you’re sticking to it.” LeBlanc winked, beaming like a vinyl-siding salesman at his own humor. “But you know, it got me thinking.”

Always a dangerous thing.

“Taking payoffs from some low-rent hot-sheet places, like you were busted for, isn’t usually enough to make even a ripple in the department.”

Not in this city, anyway. “I suppose gettin’ my picture on TV didn’t win me any political friends.”

“Sure enough, that’s a possibility. Cops never like seein’ one of their own on the nightly news. Unless, of course, one of them can be spun as a dead hero. Still, that type of pissant stuff tends to blow over.”

“So did Katrina.”

LeBlanc’s lips curved into a satisfied smile. “That hurricane may just turn out to be the best damn thing that ever happened to this city.”

“I suppose that depends on what side of the government contracts you’re sitting on.”

Leon LeBlanc’s Crescent City Construction Company had been tearing condemned buildings down for months. While his waste management trucks hauled mountains of debris away. When they started handing out government contracts, LeBlanc had been first in line at the public trough. Any subcontractors wanting a piece of the rebuilding of New Orleans parish had to pay LeBlanc to play.

“Maybe so. The thing is, Broussard, I’ve been givin’ a lot of thought to your situation.”

Again Nick didn’t respond.

“And I’ve decided that either you’re the unluckiest sumbitch who ever lived, or just maybe you’ve pissed off some people in the department. Given your previous reputation as a Boy Scout, I’d say it’s the latter.”

“If people get pissed off, hey, that’s not my problem.”

“Unless those pissed-off people just happen to decide to get you out of the way. By framin’ you. But here’s the kicker.” LeBlanc folded his hands and leaned forward over the table. A glacier-size diamond pinky ring glittered like ice in the lantern light. “I did me some diggin’ and I can’t find a single solitary soul who’ll cop to settin’ you up for that bribe that got you busted.”

Unsure where this conversation was headed, Nick had the niggling little suspicion that he may have miscalculated the situation.

“Lots of stories in the Big Easy,” LeBlanc said amiably. The smile in his eyes was about as trustworthy as a government promise. “Some truer than others. I figure you got railroaded out of the department because you’re the one thing everybody hates. A hypocrite.”

“That’s your opinion.” Nick polished off the Dixie. “You’re welcome to it. And, for the record, that little trouble turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me. Now I got my own business. Nobody tells me what to do. Or how to do it. There’s no Big Brother looking over my shoulder.”

“There’s the state licensing board.”

Nick laughed derisively. “Yeah. Right.”

“You got a point.” LeBlanc’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Been a while since Katrina, but everyone’s still a bit distracted.”

Distracted. That was one word for it.

“Guess that’s how you managed to get yourself a license without taking the required forty-hour PI course.”

“You have been keeping an eye on me.”

“Big Antoine and I went to Redemptorist High together. We were friends. I’ll always feel guilty that he didn’t come to me with his problems before—”

“Blowin’ his damn head off with a shotgun?”

LeBlanc shook his head. “I heard it wasn’t pretty.”

“Brains splattered all over a bedroom wall seldom are.”

Actually, when he’d seen the police photos, Nick had been surprised the son of a bitch had any brains left, considering his father had spent most of his life—at least the part of it after he’d returned home from Chu Lai with two Purple Hearts and a serious jones for booze—trying his best to pickle every damn cell in his body.

“As for my skipping that PI course, with the police department shorthanded these days, certain, shall we say friendly members of the licensing board believe it’s more efficient to get cops back on the streets. Even private ones.”

“What did that cost you?”

“Not a red cent.”

LeBlanc chuckled. “You’re a fair-to-middlin’ liar, Broussard. But I’m not buying it. You’re runnin’ on fumes, boy.”

“Yeah, but I got me some snazzy new business cards. I figure I’ll snag myself a hot case soon enough.”

So far he had three clients. The first was a former high school girlfriend who wanted him to run a check on a guy she was considering getting serious about, the second a friend whose dickhead of a husband was too quick with his fists.

Nick had refused to take money in either case. The first he figured he’d owed, having pretty much dumped her to join the navy after high school. In the second case the woman was a victim, and no way would his conscience allow him to make money off that.

The third was a trickier situation. And, he was beginning to suspect, the real reason he’d been dragged out here tonight.

“Ask and ye shall receive. Because, as it happens, I’ve got a job for you, boy.”

Nick leaned back in the chair, balancing on the hind legs. Bien. This was better. Now things were getting back on track. “What kind of job?”

“Let’s call it a missing-persons case.”

“Lots of people still missing since Katrina scattered folks to the four winds.”

A shitload of cops had taken off that weekend, too. Some in cars they’d “borrowed” from local dealerships.

“Ain’t that the truth. But this particular person shouldn’t be so hard to find. Given that you and she are…well, shall we say, close?”

Hell. Damn if she hadn’t gone and done it.

It took a Herculean effort, but Nick managed to keep his expression and his voice bland. “I’m close to a lot of people. Especially those of the female persuasion.” He flashed the kind of grin two guys might share when a well-endowed female sashayed by.

“Another way you’re like your old man. Antoine liked the ladies, too, back in the day. But the word on the street is that you and Desiree Doucett have been doin’ the nasty together.”

“The street doesn’t know shit about what I do behind closed doors.”

LeBlanc exhaled a long, patient sigh. “You’re not bad at bluffin’, boy. But you know what they say. About a picture bein’ worth a thousand words.”

He reached into the jacket pocket, pulled out an envelope. Then fanned the photos out on the table like a poker player showing off a royal flush.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! Nick pretended scant interest in the photos even as his mind spun like a damn Tilt-A-Whirl.

There they were together, Desiree all smooth, perfumed, and powdered magnolia skin, him still fully clothed, which didn’t really let him off the hook. Especially when he took in the others: photographs of Desiree in his arms, Desiree’s lush ripe mouth on his, Desiree wrapped around him like a damn python in her pretty iron-frame bed.

“I don’t suppose you’d believe I was visiting a sick friend?”

“I’d believe you and that little chippie were playing doctor, sure enough,” LeBlanc said. “You being so close to her, you’d probably know where to find her.”

Ice skimmed up Nick’s spine. “And you’re looking for her why?” His voice was steady. His palms moist.

Trust the crazy, willful redhead to screw things up. Well, he’d wanted to infiltrate LeBlanc’s cadre of killers, thugs, and thieves.

But, dammit, not this way.

He’d suspected the criminal boss might give him a hit right off the bat, to test how far he’d fallen. How desperate he might be.

As a SEAL sniper, Nick had taken lives before. In the line of duty. For flag and country. But no way would he commit cold-blooded murder. Unfortunately, when he’d come up with what had seemed, at the time, a crackerjack plan to uncover who was really responsible for his father’s death, he’d decided to set fire to that bridge when he got to it.

Problem was, he’d never foreseen the proposed target being a woman. And, damn it all to hell, not just any woman. A confidential informant.

He couldn’t tell LeBlanc he’d been at Desiree Doucett’s apartment so she could feed him information about the South Louisiana rackets. Not if he wanted to walk out of here alive.

And not if he wanted to keep Desiree alive. Which it sounded like involved finding her first.

Jesus, Mary, and Thibodoux. Nick had gotten himself into some tight situations over the years. But this was the first time he really understood the old cliché about being between a freaking rock and a hard place.

“The girl stole somethin’ of mine. Somethin’ she has no right to,” the mobster growled. “I want it back.”

Roger that. No problem. Desiree might not like it, but even as reckless as she was, the woman wasn’t stupid. When he explained the alternatives, she’d see the light.

“So, you gonna tell me what it is I’m supposed to get back?”

“Desiree knows what it is. What I want is for you to bring her to me. So she and I can have a come-to-Jesus meeting about how stealing’s not only a crime, but a sin.”

Like LeBlanc wasn’t personally acquainted with all seven deadly sins?

“So why haven’t you sent your goons after her?”

“Let’s just say this job needs a bit more finesse. Plus, I can always use a PI on my team. This seems a good way for you and me to see how well we work together.”

“Okay. So I bring Desiree Doucett in for that little chat. Then what?”

“Then ain’t none of your business.”

The man’s expression hardened. His eyes turned flat as a gator’s. Gone was the jovial wiseguy known for the best Jazz Fest parties and Mardi Gras fireworks on the Gulf Coast. In his place was the stone-cold killer Nick knew him to be. Unfortunately, knowing a guy was rotten to the core didn’t necessarily mean you could get a conviction when said guy was as connected as Leon LeBlanc was.

“You want the job or not, Broussard?”

He took a hammered gold case from the same pocket from which he’d pulled the photos, stuck a cigarette in his mouth, and lit it with a black Zippo adorned with a retro sixties Playboy cover girl. Adding this piece of evidence to the pinups on the wall, Nick concluded LeBlanc liked women.

When he wasn’t trying to kill them, that is.

“And just in case you decide you need time to think about it, let me explain how things work,” LeBlanc said on a stream of smoke that hung on the humid bayou air. He then proceeded to offer a sum equal to what it would’ve taken Nick five years in the military to earn. “The deal is, boy, it goes down ten thousand dollars a minute for the next ten minutes. Then, it’s off the table.”

He stood up, shot his snowy cuffs. “I’ll let you think about it while I go talk to the boys.”

Not wanting to let LeBlanc and his thugs have themselves a little powwow about what to do with him, Nick decided he could think later. “I’ll take it.”

“I rather thought you would.” A satisfied chuckle rumbled up from the older man’s chest. “Did I mention the job comes with an end date?”

“I don’t believe you did.”

“You’ve got forty-eight hours to bring that little gal to me.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Well, the obvious thing is you won’t get paid. But you never know what kinda accidents a fella might have.” He shook his head, took one last hit on the cigarette, and dropped it into the beer bottle, where it sizzled and went out. “Sure would hate to think about that boat of yours goin’ up in flames some night. Even worse if you happened to be there when it happened.”

It was a threat, pure and simple. And both men knew it.

Now all Nick had to do was figure out how the hell to keep reckless, headstrong Desiree Doucett from becoming a New Orleans homicide statistic, solve a murder—no way would his old man kill himself—and, oh yeah, manage to keep from being clipped himself.

Piece of cake.
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AS STANDOFFS WENT, IT DEFINITELY WASN’T the most life-threatening she’d ever encountered.

The adrenaline still pumping trip-hammer fast through her veins, Kate double-handed her Glock as she faced off against a…flashlight?

Oh, hell.

Strangely, the man she was pointing the pistol at didn’t seem all that nervous. Instead, he merely smiled and sort of waved the flashlight, a yellow beam shooting over the walls and ceiling.

“After getting stuck in here for twenty minutes last week, I’ve started bringing my own light with me,” he said mildly.

“That’s a good idea.” One of the good things about having been a patrol cop was the Mag-Lite Kate had carried on her utility belt.

“It doesn’t keep the elevator from getting stuck. But at least I won’t be in the dark next time.” Somehow his attention shifted to the gun, though he kept his eyes on hers. “I’m one of the good guys. So you can put that away.”

“Sorry.” There were cops in the department with itchy trigger fingers. Kate had never been one of them. Until now.

Welcome to Paranoiaville.

“You’ve been under a lot of stress lately.”

She was holstering the gun when his words sent another little jolt through her. “You know who I am?”

“Of course. Even if you weren’t the best-looking police officer I’ve ever seen, it would’ve been hard to miss all the media coverage.”

“Damn vultures.” Like most cops, Kate had never been that fond of reporters. The past few weeks had not altered her opinion that most were carrion who fed on human tragedy.

“It’s a compelling story. There’s a tall blue wall inside every police department dividing the good guys from the bad guys. The rules behind that wall are the cop counterpart to omertà, the mobster code of silence.”

She tilted her head and studied him as the elevator reached the ground. “And you know this how?”

His smile was quick and friendly and made him appear absolutely harmless. “I’m a psychiatrist.”

Could her day get any better? Shrinks rated below reporters on Kate’s personal hierarchy. They were all the time wanting you to talk about private stuff. About your mother. Yeah, like that was going to happen anytime in this millennium.

“Good for you.” Her tone said otherwise.

“I’ve consulted with the department before.”

Her heart jumped as adrenaline, laced with a cop’s instinctive caution, spiked through her. “You’re not—”

“Stalking you? Watching you for police brass who undoubtedly aren’t all that pleased to have one of their own turn Serpico on them?”

“I was going to say keeping me under surveillance.”

“No.” He shook his head. “My moving into the building was just a coincidence. But perhaps”—the steel door opened—“a fortunate one.”

He reached into his coat pocket, took out a leather folder, and handed her a business card. It was ivory, the lettering in bark-brown raised type. Classy.

“If you want someone to talk to,” he said, “I’m told I have an empathetic ear.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

She gave a smile as false as her words as she slipped the card into her coat pocket. Mephistopheles would be ice fishing in hell before she spilled her guts to anyone. Let alone a shrink with ties to a department that believed she’d betrayed it.
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