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PROLOGUE



A dangerous damn place to run out of dirt.

The grim stench of death in this hand-hewn tunnel strangled every breath Sergeant Nathan Drake sucked in. He hated caves.

Only one way in…or out.

He lifted a hand, signaling his teammate, Captain Vic Stoner, who followed fifteen feet behind to hold up. As SOP, Nathan took point leading the way and Stoner covered his back.

This cave had shown more promise than anywhere else they’d searched during the past eleven weeks combing the Chapare jungle in Bolivia. Crates of weapons, both opened and unopened, were stockpiled against handheld missile launchers—enough grenades to turn a small city into shambles. The makings for a terrorist playroom, but not enough to qualify as the Level 5 threat—or biological weapon—Nathan’s team had been sent to recon. This cache probably belonged to a bunch of rebels unhappy with South American politics, or a drug runner.

In that case, he was ready to get the hell out of here and return to base. But one thing bothered him.

What miserable son of a bitch had brought female victims here to torture and kill?

Eight skeletons, so far, lay in obscene positions surrounded by dried pools of blood throughout each of the dark, dismal tunnels they’d searched.

Dead ends all.

And they’d found nothing to connect these gruesome killings to the deaths in a tiny village sixty-five kilometers east of here. Man, woman, and child, the entire village had been wiped out without a weapon mark on the bodies. Medical examiners flown in from allied nations concluded the deaths had not been a result of biological warfare, but a deadly virus with no known origin. One that vanished without a residual trace—which sounded like the exact definition of biological warfare.

The unexplained incident had caused unease within national securities of several countries.

And forced this covert op.

Even now he could see the victims they’d found three weeks ago in the village. Gray skin cracked and bleeding on bodies twisted in the throes of agony. Anguished eyes of children staring in hopeless confusion, their skin clawed by tiny fingers.

A constant reminder of why he swore to defend and protect.

And why he was stuck in the back of this freakin’ cave.

Nathan swung around to scope their only exit route, everything painted in a greenish cast from his PVS-14 fold-down night-vision monocular.

Stoner held an army-issue M-4 with a Knight Armament suppressor at ready. The short machine gun looked like a toy against the ammo vest wrapping his thickly muscled chest. According to Stoner, three years on oil rigs prior to enlisting had supersized his until-then scrawny body. Right now he was all but invisible, coffee-brown skin contrasting with his pearl-white lady-killer grin when he used it. Nathan and Stoner were so comparable in size, a stranger couldn’t tell them apart when they were in covert clothing.

Even when it came to body language.

Stoner’s casual stance outright lied. There was nothing relaxed about that man when on a mission.

Nathan lifted his chin in a “ready?” motion.

Stoner cocked his head toward the exit. His “all clear, let’s go” signal.

Nathan strode silently past him, watching for any change in the narrow passage he could span with outstretched arms. The dark amplified his senses. As point man, protecting members of his team came above all else. More than a job, he’d found his place in the military, somewhere he could make a difference and still help his mother and brother back home by sending money. He didn’t need much to live. Whatever he carried on his back during a mission. His family, both back home and the team he fought beside, was all he valued.

Greed is your enemy, son. Focus your efforts on what really matters, the people you love. His father had passed down that legacy before he’d died when Nathan was eight. Like his father, he believed in it completely.

His foot bumped something that made a click sound.

Shit. Nathan froze, holding his breath. They’d checked for trip wires. Shouldn’t have missed this one. Blood roared through his ears. Each excruciating second passed slowly as he waited to be blown to pieces. He’d stand firm. Take the brunt of the explosion if it saved Stoner.

Sweat ran from under his camo hat, down his back…

Nothing happened. If he’d triggered a booby trap, he’d be dead right now. Nathan swallowed, took a breath coated with the stink of rotting flesh, then scanned the floor. He hadn’t hit a trip wire, just the decaying bones of a narrow foot connected to a leg on his right.

There in the darkness, dried patches of skin clung to a small skeleton slumped in a crumbling pile. So much like the other bodies they’d found in the cave. Serial killer? Small adults, delicate bone structure, partially clothed…if at all. Shredded dresses tossed around, some used as rags.

Young women. All with long black hair, like his mother had once worn hers. His line of thought disintegrated when a green laser beam danced on the skeleton’s fractured leg.

He glanced up. Stoner met his gaze with the one eye not blocked by the monocular, then lifted two fingers as he pointed at his eyes, indicating they were only here to observe.

Nathan hadn’t forgotten his directive. His four-man team had been given specific orders. This was a recon and intelligence gathering mission, nothing more. The goal? Determine any validity to the reports on terrorist movements in this area.

Under no circumstances were they to engage in a conflict.

Translation: Don’t kill anyone. Don’t leave any DNA. Complete the assignment without being detected. Get your ass home intact. Ten-four.

He nodded at Stoner and carefully moved toward the weapon cache room between them and the exit point of the cave. When they reached the open space, Stoner stepped forward and let his weapon hang from the dummy cord attached to his vest in order to free his hands. He fished out a camera disguised as a writing pen, complete with a functioning ink cartridge, and began snapping photos of everything.

Now guarding Stoner’s back, Nathan studied the hollow space and listened for anyone approaching. Pulaski and Duran were outside watching the entrance, but they’d remain hidden, engaging only if AHBL—all hell breaks loose.

Nathan took in every inch of the room, which was roughly thirty feet in diameter and at least six feet, three inches tall since he could stand upright without hitting his head. One large crate was set off to the side. Ropes attached at two corners had been tossed carelessly across the dirt floor.

A hint of warning tightened the skin along Nathan’s neck. With all these weapons stored, where was the patrol? No one would leave this arsenal without a guard.

Not unless they were extremely cocky or terminally stupid.

His gaze strayed to the left, where the least decayed body rested indecently against the wall, a recent kill. Her legs were sprawled wide open, one arm bent at an unnatural angle and enough skin remaining to see how grotesquely she’d been tortured.

Nathan’s heart jacked up a notch in anger. The sight sickened him. He gripped his weapon tighter. Were all these bodies nothing more than unlucky women in the wrong place at the wrong time? Prostitutes? Didn’t matter. They were someone’s sister, wife…mother. No woman deserved to be raped, tortured, and murdered. Whoever did this needed to be stomped hard.

“Three tangos approaching cave,” came through the earpiece of Nathan’s commo headset.

A high-pitched female cry reached his ears before the crunch of boots on gravel echoed against the mouth of the cave.

Stoner wore an identical headset. He was next to Nathan in a flash, camera tucked away and weapon ready. Not a damn thing casual about his stance now.

Nathan signaled Stoner—You shift to the left side of the tunnel leading toward the dead end, I’ll take the right. They melted into the dark cavity, disappearing from easy view. Every nerve in his body tingled at high-threat alert.

The bastards trudged toward them, stealth obviously an unfamiliar concept. Terse male voices argued in broken Spanish.

Nathan caught enough to know they argued over whose turn it was to be first this time and how they didn’t want her to die before they both had a shot. Heart-wrenching feminine sobs were interspersed with pleas for mercy, bathing the room in raw terror as two men entered the weapon storage area.

Nathan tightened his grip. He fought the urge to pound these assholes into next week.

Observe only. Don’t engage. His finger feathered across the trigger.

Mangy and dark-skinned, two men emerged from the opening wearing swamp boots and ammo vests. The first wouldn’t reach Nathan’s shoulder. He sputtered curses between drags on his cigarette and shined the flashlight ahead of his sidekick. The taller one of the two carried a Galil fully automatic rifle pointed at the screaming woman—tango number three—he dragged along by a wad of long black hair. Had to be the leader of this deviant pair, but this one packed enough muscle to make taking him down an event worth charging admittance for.

Small rocks scattered from the woman’s kicking feet. She couldn’t be twenty yet. Pretty, except for the ugly bruises on her face and arms. Her nose and lip bled. She fought with everything her tiny body could offer up against a gorilla.

Nathan folded his monocular up against his forehead and looked over at Stoner, who had lifted his as well and moved one finger from his weapon in a sign that they were on the same page. Unquestioning trust was something Nathan had only shared with his brother until meeting Stoner.

The woman screamed with enough force to make the dead tremble in fear and yank Nathan’s attention back to her. His gut tightened into a knot.

Weapon dropped aside, the head goon had the girl down on the ground, her arms tied above her head to the ropes attached to the crate. Shorty had tossed his cigarette aside and was busy trying to hold her jerking legs.

This had to be done quietly. Nathan released his weapon to hang from the carabiner on his vest, but close enough to use.

“Hurry up. I will not wait forever!” Shorty yelled at the leader in corrupted Spanish. He pinned one of her legs with a boot and reached inside his pants, starting this ménage à torture without waiting on his sidekick.

The leader dropped onto his knees between the scratched and bleeding limbs of the struggling woman. He shoved her legs so wide she jerked and screamed in pain. Screeching prayers slashed the silence, pleading for divine help. Her attacker pushed his pants down as far as they would go and grabbed his cock, shaking it at her.

“You will know a real man,” he bragged, then released himself to lift a wicked knife from its leather sheath on his belt. “But first you will beg for me.”

Nathan moved, silent as a deadly shadow.

The woman wailed so loudly the two men wouldn’t have heard an army approach. Hidden from view at their backs, he covered Shorty’s mouth and snapped his neck in one move, then lowered the limp body. His need for retribution riding him hard, he reached one hand around the leader’s mouth, yanking his head back.

“Whaa—” The tango’s knife hand came up out of reflex.

Nathan grabbed his wrist. The horror of what was about to befall this rapist slithered across his piggish face a second before Nathan shoved the blade deep into the man’s lung. Warm liquid squirted over his hand and the air filled with the sharp metallic odor of fresh blood. Hysterical screams of the half-naked woman mixed with the image of decaying carcasses, strewn through the cave like yesterday’s garbage, stoked his rage. This bastard didn’t deserve to die easy. Nathan twisted the knife, feeling metal grind against ribs.

What was one more grisly image added to his endless stock of nightmares?

A gargled noise spewed from the guy’s lungs before he jerked, then stopped struggling, his body fluids expelling with his last breath. Nathan discarded the body, yanked out the knife, and used it to cut the ropes that held the girl down.

His sense of justice was appeased. A small victory, but no other woman would suffer and die for the man’s sick lust.

He should go, now, while she was still in shock.

But he couldn’t leave her like this, any more than he could let her be raped and killed.

Stoner appeared next to him.

Nathan spoke to the woman in Spanish, hushing her and telling her she was safe. She could go home.

She finally quieted and stared at him as though he were both demon and savior.

“We won’t tell anyone about this,” he said in Spanish.

Her wild eyes took in everything around her, then shot to his face, which was still covered in camo paint. Her terror-filled gaze fell to his hand dripping with blood. She started shaking her head, whimpering and scooting backward.

“Go home. Say nothing. Don’t go anywhere alone.” When he extended a hand to help her she backed away and scrambled to her feet. Stoner clicked on the flashlight mounted to his weapon, lighting the way out of the cave.

She needed no more encouragement than that. Nathan followed her outside, but she’d vanished into the thick foliage faster than a rabbit catching sight of a hungry wolf.

When Pulaski and Duran emerged from their hidden positions, Nathan made a cut signal by drawing his hand across his throat, telling the other two what had happened to the tangos. He then motioned silently for everyone to head out and took the lead again. Stoner had plenty of photos and sticking around at this point would be a bad idea. This entire trip had been a bust, except for freeing that woman.

Moonlight spilled down between the trees lighting the way back to camp. Nathan sucked in gulps of fresh air, clearing the residue of death from his lungs, damn glad to be out of that unholy tomb. He set the pace for the next five kilometers. The team hiked as quietly as ghosts until reaching their hidden temporary base.

Second-guessing a decision once he’d made and executed it was just wasted energy. What was done was done. But Nathan had a harder time ignoring that voice deep in his head that accused him of risking the team’s safety for one person. He’d have gladly sent them back to camp and dealt with the tangos alone if there had been any way to do so.

As if Stoner and the other two would have listened.

“I’m cool with what went down,” Stoner said as soon as they entered the clearing.

Nathan turned to see his three teammates standing there. After all this time, he was still amazed and humbled by Stoner’s unquestioning support, but what about the other two? He waited for condemnation, ready to accept his due.

“Yep,” Duran said in his rough Texan voice. “Back home, we’d have filleted the bastard, starting with his balls and finishing with his testicles.”

Pulaski grimaced. “Uh, D, I hate to tell you this, but those are the same things.”

“Not the way we do it, it ain’t. See, you have to get the grill—”

“No more grill stories,” Stoner and Nathan said simultaneously.

Nathan had never been to Texas, and given all the grisly things Duran claimed they barbecued, he didn’t want to. The meals he’d heard about reminded him a little too much of his grandmother’s potluck gumbo before she passed away.

Rule number one had been, Never ask Grandma what was in the gumbo. Especially not before you ate it.

Nathan realized they were giving their stamp of approval on what had gone down and not one of them would say a word about the killings once they left. He owed them for the united stand they were taking with him and wished he had it inside him to let them know how much their support meant. But when it came down to speaking his feelings, he was a simple man. “Thanks.”

Duran turned to Pulaski and Stoner. “I’m heading out.” Which meant he was going to set trip wires and secure his section of the perimeter around their camp. “I say we leave Drake on KP duty.” He grinned and strode away.

Pulaski grunted and headed off in an opposite direction.

Stoner didn’t move. “What’s eating you?”

Nathan raked off the headgear and scratched his grungy head. “It’s my job not to put any of you in danger.”

“Danger, hell, we volunteered for this.” Stoner grinned. “You know, this reminds me of that time in Manila—”

“Let’s leave Manila in Manila.” His tone was hard with warning, but nightmares should remain in the dark.

Stoner nodded. “Okay, cool, whatever. But if anyone knew all the things we face and what you’ve had to do sometimes on these operations, you’d get a damn chest full of medals.”

Like some shiny pin mattered to him? That wouldn’t feed or clothe his family. “Don’t want a medal. I want—”

Nathan hesitated. What did he want? His reenlistment papers back? Not even. He wanted to stay in the military, where he’d made a commitment, until his term was up. Except that decision now felt selfish, because his military commitment meant being away from home for another couple of years while his mother needed his help more than ever.

Dammit.

“We’ll figure out something.” Stoner’s quiet brown eyes televised empathy. He’d been standing next to Nathan when the call from New Orleans had come through mere hours before they went wheels up.

Nathan scooped a pile of palm branches up and tossed them aside, cursing himself for the hundredth time. He’d believed his plan had been sound, the best way to help his mother and brother. Finish another tour of duty so he could afford to get his brother into a decent college while Nathan used his GI bill for school. That way, they could both take care of Mom.

He’d been too ambitious, wanting to be more than a grease monkey his whole life. Wanting a future where he could provide for a wife and family and not be forced to live paycheck to paycheck. That life had been good enough for his father…

But Nathan had wanted more for the people he loved. His mother deserved security and peace of mind, an easier life. He’d always dreamed of getting Jamie into college.

Right now Nathan would gladly turn wrenches for the rest of his life to be at home for even one day.

If only it were that simple. He’d made a pledge to his squad, was responsible to these men even if they could function just fine without him. They were his brothers, too. He’d sworn to watch their backs—the same oath he shared with Jamie.

“Don’t know what to tell you that would make any of this better.” Stoner hadn’t moved, stubborn as a tick on a dog. His calm tone rarely wavered. Nathan envied the fact that he had Freon running through his veins during the worst of situations and wondered how deep it ran…surely something could melt his arctic tundra. “Sucks that you didn’t find out about your mom being sick until after you re-upped. My aunt had ovarian cancer. She beat that shit. Still living.”

Nathan heard him, but his mother was his mother, not someone else’s aunt. Big difference. He’d silently promised his father on the day they buried him that he’d take care of her. Now his mom needed him and he wasn’t even in the same country.

Gut sick, he kept uncovering camp equipment hidden by the branches they’d cut and piled. How the hell would he make it through the next couple years and not be in New Orleans to help his mom fight for her life?

Stoner cleared his throat, just as tenacious as he was undaunted. “Uh, she won’t be alone, Nathan. Your brother—”

“—is the biggest idiot for someone with his IQ.” Nathan slung a handful of palm leaves aside. “How can someone that brilliant have so little common sense?”

“Okay, so he’s an absentminded professor.”

“Absentminded doesn’t get you in serious trouble.” Nathan raised his hand to stop Stoner from defending his brother further. “You don’t understand. Jamie was an introvert in high school, didn’t make friends easily, especially with guys who thought he was a smart-ass when my brother aced his classes. So when two assholes came to Jamie to fix a car, he thought they were asking him as a friend. My brother never questioned why the ignition was screwed up, just got excited to prove he was more than an egghead.” Nathan lifted the hammocks and set them aside, then started unpacking MREs as he continued.

“Jamie got arrested for aiding and abetting car thieves. Took me and Mom three days to get him out.”

“He made a mistake, Nate.”

“I know that.” Nathan regretted snarling at Stoner the minute the words were out. He wiped sweaty grime from his itchy whiskers, wishing he could as easily clean away a memory that kept him ever vigilant to protect his brother. “Jamie didn’t speak for months after we got him out of jail. No one hurt him in there, but he withdrew from everyone. Even ignored me for a while. Once I finally got him to talk again, he was different. Changed. Determined to prove he wasn’t a fool. Watching him try so hard to be something he’s not has been worse than before. Every time I turn around he’s in some get-rich-quick scheme that goes bust. Failure turns him inside out. I keep telling him to just find a decent job and we’ll get him into college soon.”

“So he’ll do what has to be done for your mom.”

“Yes…no.” Nathan shook his head. “That’s the problem. I think he’s up to something again and keeping it from me.”

“Like what?”

“Hell if I know. Just got a gut feeling he’s trying to prove he can handle things without me. I don’t know. Maybe it’s only a new job and he doesn’t want to tell me yet until it works out, but Mom can’t get better if she has to watch over him, too.”

“He may surprise you and step up now that she needs him.”

Nathan yanked the go rag loose from around his neck and used it to wipe sweat clinging to his forehead. He shoved the wadded cloth inside the waistband of his pants and faced Stoner.

“Jamie’s a decent man, but clueless about the real world. Hell, if I hadn’t had my head up my ass when he called the last time, I’d have found out what was going on with him and come up with a plan for the two of them. Instead, I just got pissed off like an idiot and yelled at Jamie for letting the insurance company tell him some of Mom’s treatment wouldn’t be covered.” Mom had assured Nathan she was fine and tried to sound confident, but he knew she was terrified.

When was he going to learn not to let his temper talk?

“Give yourself a break, man. You got that call in the middle of packing for this op. Not much time to react.”

“No excuse for lack of discipline.” His father’s words echoed in Nathan’s mind. He’d expected more of his oldest son. “I’m not a civilian. I know better than to pop off. Should have calmed down and talked to Jamie while I had a chance, before I ended up somewhere I couldn’t call him. It’s my job to make sure they’ll both be okay while I’m gone…or if I die.”

“Yeah, right.” Stoner snorted. “You’re either too mean to kill or that damn Ranger coin of yours has voodoo magic. Just don’t forget you promised that coin is mine when you do kick the bucket. I swear you’ve got more lives than a cat, and one of them saved by that chunk of brass alone. Too bad it’s against the rules to carry that thing with you. We could use some swamp magic once in a while.”

Stoner was trying to help, because he was the ranking officer, and a good man. He hadn’t meant to drop a shovel full of guilt on Nathan at the mention of his “challenge” coin. It was the size of a silver dollar, made of brass, and engraved with an Army Ranger logo. And it had a dent where a slug had careened off the thick metal piece, saving Nathan’s life once. No monetary value, just a reminder of the promise he’d made to his father.

Most people had photos to carry around. He carried a coin.

“Like I said, it’s yours the day I go to meet the devil.” Nathan was ready to get off the subject of him and his family. He couldn’t do a damn thing about Jamie and Mom until he got back to base and debriefed. A minimum of ten days. “I’ll finish unpacking and get the hammocks set.”

Stoner shifted his weapon and sighed. “You’ll figure out what to do. I’ve never seen you beat by anything or anyone.” He checked his watch, then said, “We’ve got enough to confirm nothing is going on here but sadism. Make the call for an extraction tomorrow.” He marched off into the jungle.

Nathan unpacked their spartan camp before he retrieved the Satellite phone from its hidden spot below a fallen log. He settled back against a tree and booted up the phone, checking for stored text messages. Two from base, one marked as a forwarded message. He grinned. The deal he’d made with his buddy in communications just came in handy. Nathan had won more at the last hand of poker than his friend in Communications could pay, so he’d cut a deal instead—to forward a message from home anytime Nathan got one, no matter where he was on the planet.

He released his weapon to hang against his chest and used one hand to access the message while he scratched his head with the other. His gritty hair stuck out, longer than allowed in the military, but acceptable for those on the army’s clandestine intelligence teams, which answered solely to the CO of Special Forces. Not just trained teams, but the most highly trained in the army.

When the text message popped into view, his gut tightened as true, raw fear gripped him:

Nate—Mom starts chemo this week. She’s doing okay, so far. Take care. Laissez les bons temps rouler. J.


Laissez les bons temps rouler. Let the good times roll.

Nathan’s face chilled as he read that line again, heart pumping at the true meaning behind his and Jamie’s code from childhood.

The day Nathan faced four boys in a gang bent on pulverizing his brother’s face, Jamie had started crying about how they wouldn’t survive the beating. Nathan had calmly told him to stay out of the way. As the four boys approached, Nathan smiled and said, “Laissez les bons temps rouler.” He’d kicked their collective asses and sent them home to Mommy, crying like little girls with shattered teapots. After that, the phrase became a code between him and his brother for when Jamie was seriously in over his head.

Nathan dug out a bootlegged commo encryption unit he’d gotten from a company in Bahrain and plugged the unit into a port on the Satellite phone. The NSA could realistically hear his call, but the probability was remote since this equipment wasn’t made in the United States. Nathan dialed Jamie’s cell phone and got an answer on the second ring.

“Hello?” His brother’s whispered and frightened voice warned him this was going to be bad.

“It’s me.”

“Nate, I’m in trouble. Bad trouble.”

Nathan started to snap at him, but stopped before the rage spilled out. How much money was this going to take to fix? Didn’t Jamie realize they needed every penny he’d saved for their mother now?

“What did you do?” Nathan asked in a tight voice. A calm tone was expecting too much.

“Nothing, I swear. I got set up. The Marseaux bunch tied me in with a bust, but I wasn’t involved. I swear, I—”

“Jamie!” Not Marseaux, head of New Orlean’s premier crime family. Nathan leaned his head back against the tree, kept his free hand on his weapon, and allowed his eyes to close for the first time in two days. “What the hell were you—”

“I went to one of his loan sharks, but I didn’t know they were part of Marseaux’s network. We needed money. I saw an ad and thought I’d just get a loan until you and I had a chance to figure out something better. I’m sorry, Nate, but you were gone. I was trying to handle this. Wanted to make you and Mom proud.”

“What happened?”

“I ended up in the middle of a bust. Marseaux’s people were cutting deals and fingering me before I even talked to an attorney.”

This could not be happening. “Un-fucking-believable. How bad is this?”

“We’re in trial right now, because the son of a bitchin’ DA got this thing fast-tracked. I got a court-appointed attorney who’s about as much good as tits on a boar hog. He says I can’t beat this, that I’m going to be convicted no matter what.” Jamie’s voice fell apart with the last words. “I only went to get money for Mom.”

“Don’t blame Mom’s cancer. If you’d just use your head once in a while and not trust everyone who offers you quick money you wouldn’t get screwed over. I send plenty of money every month for both of you.” Nathan jerked upright and pounded the ground next to his leg. “I could have sent more.”

“You don’t understand, Nate,” Jamie shouted. “You’re not here. The city condemned this area and we have to move. They’re going to bulldoze the houses here. Mom got a little money from the state, but not nearly enough for a decent place. I figured if I got some more cash we could get moved and settled somewhere before she got to feeling so bad. I never know when we’ll hear from you, dammit.”

Nathan couldn’t believe this. He’d been building his savings in case of an emergency back home and would have sent money home before now if not for fear Jamie might squander the whole nest egg in some money scam.

This pretty much counted as an all-out emergency, but he doubted the little chunk of money he had would save Jamie from this legal jam. Each thump of his heart pounded loud as a death knell in his ears, warning of dire consequences ahead for his family. What the hell was he going to do to keep them safe now?

Who would be with his mother while she was going through hell?

“They’re gonna put me in prison, Nate. Might be two years,” Jamie whispered. “What am I gonna do? What are we going to do about Mom?”

Nathan covered his eyes with his hand, but that wouldn’t block out all the bad scenes running through his mind. His brother would be comatose for the rest of his life if Jamie survived prison, which he wouldn’t. His mother couldn’t face chemo without help. Her family was worthless, had never lifted a finger for her or her kids. And no family on his dad’s side.

His pulse pumped furiously with each new worry. Nathan wished for a miracle, but realized he’d have to create one or his mother and Jamie would suffer. One from lack of care and the other from lack of sense.

He bounced his head against the tree, thinking, searching for a better idea than the one that came immediately to mind. But the sickening truth was he had no choice. He accepted what he had to do to protect his family.

It sucked, but then, so did life.

“Listen to me.” Nathan took a breath before continuing. Decision made. “If I get you out of going to prison, you have to swear to stay away from anyone who even hints of being a shyster, criminal or otherwise.”

“The attorney says I can’t beat it, he says—”

“I don’t care what he says. I’ll get you out of this, but you have to swear to use your head and get a real job, no more bullshit deals. Take care of Mom for me. Give me your word.”

“I swear I will, you know that. I’d do anything for you and Mom. You really think you can fix this?” Jamie’s relief rushed through the lines. “I only have a week before the attorney says the trial will be over. I’ll do whatever you say, just tell me what to do, Nate.”

Find a way to roll back time so I could have sent you the money before you went to Marseaux’s loan shark.

Going there was like losing his temper, neither would solve the mess Jamie was in. “Sit tight until I call you tomorrow. Don’t tell a soul—including Mom—you talked to me. Got it?”

“Yeah, but what are you going to do?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow…” Nathan rubbed his eyes, sick over what he’d have to do. “I’ve got to go now, but I will keep you out of prison, so you better start holding up your end of the deal right now.”

“I will.” Jamie was silent a moment, sighed. “Thanks, Nate. Sorry about this. I was just trying to take care of Mom and you know I don’t do drugs.”

Nathan sighed deeply. “I know, bud. We’ll get through this.” His brother had never taken so much as an aspirin or a beer since the first time he’d drank and spent a whole day puking his guts out hungover. Nathan ended the call and stared into a star-riddled sky. His father’s words echoed in his mind from the day he showed the challenge coin to Nathan after Jamie had been beat up at school.

“I need you to make me a promise, son.” His dad’s voice had been tight, as if he hated handing this burden to a child.

Nathan had nodded. His dad continued, “A man’s word is worth more than all the money on earth. Don’t ever break yours.”

When Nathan gave him another head nod, his dad held out the coin from his days as a Ranger in the army. “I want you to have this, but with it comes responsibility. Your brother is never going to be as strong or street-smart as you, so I need your promise that you’ll always watch out for him.”

“I will, Dad, you know that. Me and Jamie forever.” Nathan lifted his hand, palm up, to accept the coin he’d treasured more than anything. That had been a month before his father, an ARCA driver, was killed in a fiery crash. As an eight-year-old, Nathan had never imagined what he would now have to do as a man to keep his word to his father.

To keep his word to his brother.

He shoved up and away from the tree, unplugged the encryption unit and stowed it, then called for the predetermined Friday extraction point. When finished, he laid the phone alongside Stoner’s hammock on the ground, still folded. Once Nathan secured his backpack, he removed a green pouch the size of a deck of cards from his belt, which held an emergency locator strobe. He unlaced the back of the pouch and slit the threads on a hidden pocket, withdrawing the challenge coin he always carried.

The mission was over and his team would extract tomorrow.

Nathan stared at the coin once more, then placed it on top of the bedroll, just as he’d promised when he went to face the devil. Stoner would understand the simple message.

As far as anyone was concerned, Nathan was dead.

In two steps, he disappeared into the night.








CHAPTER ONE



New Orleans, Louisiana, two years later

Terri Mitchell studied the naked male lying before her once more. Straight black hair fell loosely around his baby-smooth face. He’d shaved recently. Those chiseled lips were too enticing and perfect, as if shaped by a master sculptor.

How many women had enjoyed this body and those lips? Been pleasured by that captivating mouth?

And why should she care? Terri tamped down on her female interest. She was a professional and shouldn’t consider things like this guy’s social life or his lean, muscular body, but men didn’t come much better packaged than this one. All she’d seen so far was his upper body since the cotton sheet covered his lower half.

Using her pen, she lifted the white cloth to see if there was anything else she could glean from this inspection beyond the bullet hole in his forehead.

Not really, unless she wanted to add “well endowed” to her notes. Such a waste of one fine-looking male.

Probably not the Fat Tuesday this guy had expected when he got up this morning.

“I like the highlights, the more blonde look. That new?” The radio-announcer-smooth baritone asking that question from behind her belonged to a man she hadn’t planned to see again. At least not yet.

Terri yanked her pen away. The sheet fell back into place over the corpse’s toned midsection. She swung around to face DEA Special Agent Robert Brady and cursed silently for almost getting caught ogling a body.

“Hello, Brady.”

“Nice to see you, Terri. Look good. I like the extra meat on your bones.”

“Is that a polite way of saying I’m overweight?” She used to worry about trying to reach a dress size in the single digits. Not anymore. Surviving a nearly fatal attack had put her priorities in order. Stressing over the scale was in her past. If she could just put other things behind her as easily.

Like Brady’s smug face.

“I said you looked good. Can’t you take a compliment?”

Maybe, if it had come from someone else, but Brady liked his women thin, long-legged, and busty. At five-six she’d never met the long-legged qualification and nothing in her wardrobe had been designed for a slim body. She’d assumed Brady made an allowance when they’d dated because of her chest. Most of the men in her life jumped to the ridiculous assumption large breasts equaled an easy lay. Men had such simple guidelines, she envied them at times…almost.

They’d had a few dates, but she’d had enough sense not to sleep with Brady. Terri fixed a smile in place. “Thanks for the compliment.”

“What were you doing?” He nodded toward the cold body.

“I’d think it would be obvious—even to you.” She winked to soften the dig. “I’m examining a male corpse.” Maybe they could keep things pleasant if he didn’t bring up the past.

“The hole is in his head, not his dick.”

She shoved a droll stare his way. “If I didn’t inspect the entire body, I might miss something significant.” Especially since she hadn’t seen a naked male in so long.

Who knows? Something might have changed.

“You need to get laid.” Brady’s wrinkled navy suit had lost its polish hours ago. The scruffy, plain-brown hair hadn’t changed, still looking both sexy and as if he’d just gotten out of bed and finger brushed the thick locks. How unfair. Men not only got away with bed head but turned it into a vogue style.

At a loss for a stinging comeback, she just arched an eyebrow.

“What?” he snapped.

She let out a tired breath and raked him with a peeved glare. “Why is getting laid a man’s answer to everything?”

Brady shrugged. “Maybe because once we get laid, most of our problems are solved.” He broke out a megawatt smile intended to wear down her resistance.

Which should have been easy since she’d never been on the first page of anyone’s little black book.

Terri wasn’t in the market for marriage, but neither was she willing to climb into bed with a man she had no real feelings for, which meant his original primitive assessment of her mood was probably correct.

Change the subject now, before…

“Why didn’t you return my calls?” His face lost all joking appeal, ruining any chance of avoiding this conversation.

Might as well get this over with. “I did return your first call and left a voicemail I’d be out of pocket for a while.”

“A while?” He stood away from the doorjamb, rising to his imposing stature. “Most people would take ‘a while’ to mean a few weeks, not three months.” A six-foot male leaning toward her in an intimidating posture would have rattled her right after the attack, but not now.

After leaving the hospital—and the DEA—she’d spent endless hours with a personal trainer to even the field with dangerous men. She didn’t want to ever feel weak or helpless again.

“I had to do a major rehab—” Terri started.

“I know that, but why did you hide from me?”

“Hide?” Was he insane, insensitive, or just plain unobservant? She growled under her breath and slapped her clipboard down on the body, then winced over her lack of respect for the dead.

What was it about sexy men that undermined her confidence?

“There are very few rehab facilities in New Orleans since Katrina. Or haven’t you noticed?”

“That’s not the real reason you cut out. The agency would have—”

“What?” She strangled the pen in her fist, then crossed her arms to hide her hands. “The DEA turned its back on me and left me out to hang.”

“Not exactly. You made the final decision.”

“Oh, sure. I resigned. You’re right.” She clicked the pen head up and down, then stopped. The last thing she wanted to do was televise a slim hold on her control. “They suspended me and started an investigation while I was hooked up to tubes in a hospital. Excuse me if I’m just a little…irritable.”

Brady paced two steps away, hands in his pockets, then paused and met her gaze with a shielded one. “What did you expect them to do?”

“I expected them to—” Her throat clogged. Pain and humiliation wrapped around the memory that shadowed her thoughts daily. “I expected them to believe me and to back me up. Not to blame me for Conroy’s death or suspect me of working with Marseaux.” Damn them all. Who could possibly think she’d kill her partner and join ranks with that vermin Marseaux?

“The DEA has not taken any action against you.”

“Yet.”

“True, but in two weeks they’ll make a final determination and close the case.”

“Or charge me with a crime.” She raced the clock to prove her innocence and find Conroy’s killer. DEA Internal Affairs was racing just as hard to charge and convict her.

“Stay clear of any trouble and you should be fine.”

Terri let a humorless chuckle escape. Brady should just say it straight: Don’t get caught associating with any felons.

Easy for him to say. She needed contacts, to groom new informants, and that meant consorting with felons. No easy task with word out that her last snitch had died after she and her partner, Conroy, had been ambushed. Her best contact on the Marseaux case had been found murdered the next day.

The minute she’d awakened after surgery, Terri had quickly realized the questions being put to her were DEA interrogation level, not just for information. She’d put her faith in them and they’d screwed her.

Never again. While going through rehab she’d been recruited by BAD—the Bureau of American Defense—and now worked for the multijurisdictional covert agency that protected American citizens wherever they might be found. The DEA didn’t even know BAD existed. Another reason she’d signed on.

Two weeks. Terri swatted an errant curl off her forehead. She’d be lucky to find a felon willing to talk to her again.

“Save your advice. I didn’t get into trouble before.” Terri cringed at her shrewish voice. She owed the DEA nothing, but she did owe Brady for making a clean shot at the man who had tried to carve her a new body with a twelve-inch butcher knife. Reaching inside herself for the calm she’d been taught in self-defense training, she took a deep breath. “The agency didn’t want me back, and even if they had I’d have been stuck at a desk job. Might as well post a bulletin stating I’m not trustworthy in the field.”

More importantly, she couldn’t clear her name or find out who had set her and Conroy up while sitting at a desk, answering phones. Signing on with BAD gave her a fighting chance.

Brady had the decency to look uncomfortable. His gaze wandered around the room before he muttered, “Neither here nor there at this point.” Then he focused on her again. “So you got plans for Fat Tuesday? Want to hook up for a drink later?”

She hadn’t been asked out in a while, so on one level that was flattering, but not a path she wanted to travel again. Especially not with him. “Not right now. I’m pretty busy.” Proving my innocence and convicting a vicious killer—you know, the usual stuff that might preoccupy a woman facing prison time.

His eyebrows tilted together at the lie, seeing the truth behind her words, but he didn’t press the issue. “Still haven’t figured out what you want, huh?”

She tensed at his dig. Three glasses of wine after a long day four months ago and she’d blabbed to him some of her most personal thoughts. But that wasn’t enough humiliation for her. Oh no, she had to finish with telling him she didn’t know what she wanted out of life.

He’d used that as an invitation to help her figure it out.

Talk about having a blonde moment. She shook it off. “Well, sugar, half of figuring out what you want in life is by figuring out what you don’t. Let’s just stick to business, okay? What are you doing down here? This isn’t your usual area.” Terri picked up her clipboard.

“I’m on a case.” He glanced to the decedent. “What’s your interest in this body?”

She relaxed. Brady had come in because of the male victim and not just to see her. Maybe they could keep this professional after all. “John Doe was found at noon today in the area I’ve been investigating.”

Brady’s eyes widened a bit. “What are you working on?”

“I can’t discuss that with you any more than you can discuss your case with me.”

Curiosity burned deep in his eyes. “So where you been? Who you working for?”

She considered her answer and decided best to stick with the cover she’d been given by BAD. “I’m consulting with the New Orleans Police Department.”

“Ah…I heard about that.”

Terri didn’t take the bait to explain. She stonewalled, forcing him to carry the conversation if he wanted to continue.

He cleared his throat. “Got a buddy in the NOPD who says there’s a rumor you’re with some private agency. Who?”

She rolled her eyes at him. “And I slice open chickens at midnight to sacrifice to the great gods of Santería. I’m just a consultant, Brady. No real news there.” Confidence returned, she served that up in a bored tone. “Anything you can tell me about this body?”

Brady’s gaze danced from her to the body and back. He was clearly buying time to decide what—if anything—he should share. She doubted he’d give up anything of use.

“Guy’s name is Nathan Drake. He was running drugs and tried to double-cross the wrong family.”

Every alarm in her body rang out. Why would he share that when the concept alone went against his very nature? “How do you know this?”

“He was our snitch inside an organized crime family. Drake got greedy and tried to work one angle too many. Got what he deserved.” Brady pinned a gimlet stare on Terri. “That’s why you can’t trust these guys.”

Her face heated at his unexpected censure. She’d paid the price for trusting a snitch—a felon—who’d double-crossed her. She didn’t need Brady to remind her, but criticizing him would stymie this unexpected flow of information.

Terri suffered in silence and hedged for more. “Thanks for the name. I’ll pull this guy’s rap sheet when I get back to headquarters.”

“Save you some time. He doesn’t have a rap sheet.”

Now that surprised her. “You sure?”

“Yeah. His brother, Jamie, is doing hard time for running drugs, supposed to get out in a month. We found Nathan when he buried his mother a few weeks back and someone in our unit mistook him for Jamie.”

“They look that much alike?”

Brady licked his lips, then said, “Pretty close. We dug around, found out Jamie was still in prison and that Nathan was listed as MIA from the army two years ago…the same time his brother got put away. Didn’t take much to figure out he’d gone AWOL to come home and take care of his sick mother.”

That made sense. It also made her ache for the poor man on the gurney. Shame to do something so noble and then end up like this. “So what did Nathan do for you?”

Brady shrugged, his gaze moving around the room as if he was contemplating how much more he’d share.

Or was he shading the truth?

He paced two steps again as he spoke. “Nathan had special training in the military. We approached him and said we wouldn’t tell the army about finding him if he’d go undercover and help us nail the head of the family. He agreed, got a job in a shipping company, a front for moving contraband.”

In other words, Brady caught the poor sucker at a real low moment and coerced him into working for the DEA.

Terri tried to think professionally and keep her emotions locked away, but this guy had basically died because he got blackmailed into helping the Feds. “You screwed him.”

“Not really.” Brady broke eye contact as he spoke, a sign he was hiding something. “We had good intel. Nathan was dealing drugs, just not at the level his brother Jamie had. We didn’t ask him to do anything he wasn’t already into.”

Terri accepted the information, with a healthy dose of suspicion. She’d worked with Brady long enough to know he was either holding back or tweaking the truth.

He crossed his arms. “We gave Nathan a file on the major players in the family we were after and asked if he thought he could get inside.”

“Like he had a choice?”

“Everyone has a choice, Terri.” His tone carried more weight than the topic they discussed. He wasn’t over her subtle rejection, nor had he found it subtle.

She broke eye contact this time. “Whatever.”

Surprisingly, Brady kept talking. “Nathan said he knew the family from what his brother had told him. Said he’d go in if we would get his brother out of prison early and clear his military record. I agreed. If he’d gotten us what we needed by this Friday, I’d have had his brother out by this weekend, barring any discipline issues. So he screwed himself.”

She frowned. “How long has his brother been in the pen?”

“’Bout two years.”

“Then why the rush to get him out a couple weeks early?”

Brady’s gaze flattened, uncaring. “Maybe because their mother was so close to dying. Or maybe he just wanted something in his wasted life to look noble. Who knows?”

Terri considered that. She also considered another possibility. Like maybe this body had nothing to do with her investigation at the docks. Just a coincidental matter of the body being in the same proximity at the wrong time.

She ran Brady’s words through her mind again. “Could you really get his brother out or were you just bluffing?” Just how straight had Brady played this game with Drake?

“Jamie is due out in a month. Warden claims he’s a model prisoner. Wouldn’t have been hard to cut a deal to spring him early so long as the warden didn’t buck us. But this guy Drake turned out to be a dead end—no pun intended—in our investigation.” Brady grinned. For once, he didn’t look attractive or sexy, just annoying and arrogant.

“You’re so hilarious.” Terri refrained from shaking her head and calling Brady a jackass. The effort would be wasted on him, because he was after all a jackass. She turned to the deceased. “I need to get back to work—”

“You’re done. He’s part of our investigation.” Brady had put just a little too much emphasis on “our.” “Nothing here for the New Orleans PD. This stiff belongs to us. If they have any questions tell them to contact me, but hands off as of now. I’ll have Drake picked up tomorrow.”

Terri stood up to face Brady. What was so important that he’d make an issue out of one drug mule’s body? She had a job to do. If she could determine this didn’t fit with her investigation then she’d let Brady have his way.

How much more would he share? “What drug family was connected to the shipping company Drake worked for?”

Brady’s chest moved slowly with several breaths, delaying again…and piquing her interest. “The Marseaux group.”

Terri nodded. “Okay, that clears up his identity and simplifies my list of things to check. I’ve got plenty on my plate without getting involved with the DEA.” She snapped the clipboard to her chest and smiled, offering a sign of her appreciation. Brady’s “insider” buddy in the New Orleans PD had no way of knowing BAD had sent her undercover to find out if the Marseaux family was supplying weapons to a terrorist organization.

On the other hand, BAD didn’t know she’d jumped at the chance to remain in the field because she had her own mission—to ferret out who had set her and Conroy up for an ambush.

She was flying solo and planned to keep it that way.

Any connection to the Marseaux family was priority one.

Nathan Drake’s cold body just became a hot topic.

 

Warden McLaughlin hung up his phone, not believing how bad some people’s luck ran. Given what he did for a living, he was certainly no bleeding heart, but he’d wanted to do more than babysit convicts when he’d decided on a career in the penal system. The more inmates he could rehabilitate for release, the better for everyone, since a chunk of the prison population was going to be released to live among the innocent at some point. Turning these prisoners around was the only hope society had.

The inmate leaving today was a suitable candidate to integrate back into society with little problem.

Until now. Damn.

Mattered not. At this point McLaughlin couldn’t change what he’d worked so hard to put into motion for the guy. Particularly since he honestly believed this con wouldn’t return or be a threat to anyone else.

At least that’s what he’d thought all the way up until that phone call. Now…

Yeah, Jamie Drake would probably be back, and for a much longer stay next time.

His desk intercom buzzed. He pushed the button. “Yes?”

“Drake is ready to be released, sir.”

McLaughlin let out a tired sigh of resignation. “Be right there.” Stealing himself for what he had to tell this unlucky bastard, he got up and left his office to set the con free.

When he reached Drake, the guards had the beefy guy in cuffs and leg chains. A final reminder of where Drake had been for two years, but one that would only add insult to the news he had to give him.

Life was bad enough for Drake and would only get worse in a few minutes. Humiliating him further right now was just plain dangerous. McLaughlin jerked his chin toward the officer beside the con. “Remove the cuff and chains.”

The officer blinked in question at the unorthodox order, then did as instructed. McLaughlin studied his soon-to-be ex-con for any sign of appreciation and found none in Drake’s granite expression.

Then again, any other reaction would have surprised him.

“I’ll walk out to the road with you.” McLaughlin turned to where another of his guards opened the door for him.

“Why?” There was no mistaking the suspicion in Drake’s voice, or the menace attached that warned anyone against trying to prevent him from leaving. He’d done his time and knew they had to let him go.

McLaughlin didn’t want to stop him any more than he wanted to be the bearer of such bad news, but some days it just plain sucked to be the head honcho. “Want to talk for a minute.”

“Soon as my brother shows, I’m done with this place”—he turned a cold, dead glare on McLaughlin—“and with you.”

In that moment, hearing those chilling words, McLaughlin was reminded of how it had taken five hefty guards to pull Drake off another inmate who had attacked him.

And the guards hadn’t come away unscathed.

McLaughlin nodded in the direction of an armed guard, who understood the signal meant he should follow the warden to the street.

When Drake accepted his bag of meager belongings, the paper sack included some cash and a change of clothes McLaughlin had slipped into storage for the man. A rare sign of weakness and respect that no other prisoner had earned from him in all the years he’d been a warden.

Drake dipped his head down and stepped through the open doorway to the outside.

McLaughlin fell into step behind the con who had been an exemplary inmate. Drake had never raised a hand to anyone who hadn’t attacked him first. Unfortunately that one time last year when he’d defended himself had cost Drake an eleven-inch ragged scar across his chest and another three months tacked on to his time.

But the inmate who had tried to kill Drake with a chair was still in the hospital.

Drake never slowed his pace as he strode between towering chain-link fences toward the barbwire-topped gate.

Two buddies of the man he’d put in the hospital called out obscenities Drake seemed to ignore until one of them yelled, “Too bad your mother died before I got out. Would have liked to have given that bitch a hard ride.”

Storm clouds rumbled overhead, drowning out the rest of his taunt.

Drake never slowed his step nor turned to face the jeering pair when he sent them a middle-finger salute.

That was what worried McLaughlin. This guy hadn’t said a word to a soul since hearing his mother had died. The bird he’d just shot was the most emotion McLaughlin had seen in two years.

When Drake passed through the gate, his shoulders dropped a tiny notch, just enough to make McLaughlin think this cold son of a bitch at least felt relief at being free again.

“I got some news,” McLaughlin started.

Chilling gray-blue eyes turned on him. A gusty wind blew strands of Drake’s black hair loose from the severe ponytail he wore. “What?”

That one word carried more threat than an entire band of armed vigilantes. McLaughlin had faced a lot of seriously whacked-out criminals in his life, but Drake’s unrelenting control and lifeless gray eyes raised the fine hairs along his arms when their gazes locked.

Might as well stop procrastinating.

He took a step back—for safety’s sake—before he spoke again. “Just got a call. Your brother won’t be picking you up.”

Drake’s eyelids lowered a fraction, enough to ratchet up his death-to-anyone-who-gives-me-bad-news look. “What’d he do now?”

McLaughlin glanced away. “My friend Percy Philips called. By the way, Percy will be your parole officer. His information is in your bag. Make sure you contact him no later than the end of the week. He’s got a line on a mechanic’s job for you.” McLaughlin hoped the idea of having a job would soften the news he was hesitating to deliver. He’d asked Percy to keep Drake’s release quiet to give the guy a break before he faced society.

“Didn’t ask for your help.”

“True, but you could use it, and I owe you for fixing my Roadrunner after everyone told me to get a new engine. That car is worth a hell of a lot more now that the original parts work.”

“Back to my brother.”

McLaughlin sighed. He couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer. “Percy talked to a buddy of his in the New Orleans Police Department…”

Drake visibly relaxed and expelled a tense breath. “I’ll spring Nathan from jail soon as I get home.” He turned to look down the only road that led to civilization in this part of Louisiana. “How far to New Orleans?”

“About fifty miles. But your brother isn’t in jail, Jamie. He’s…dead.”

 

Nathan Drake inhaled, taking that blow hard as a steel bar to his solar plexus. No. His brother couldn’t be dead. Not after he’d taken Jamie’s place at the trial, spent two years in this hellhole, convinced everyone from attorneys to jurors to this warden he was Jamie for one reason.

To protect his brother.

Jamie dead. Nathan couldn’t fit those two words together. He swung around, hatred boiling over at everything in his path.

A rifle cocked behind the warden.

McLaughlin lifted his hand, a silent order for the guard to stand down.

“How…” Nathan cleared his throat after that first ragged word. “How did he die?”

“Not real sure—”

That tiny sliver of emotion Nathan had shown dissolved behind a mask of fury that had backed dangerous inmates away. “Don’t. Lie. To. Me.”

McLaughlin sighed. “Percy says the police told him your brother had been found shot at the docks. They believe the shooting was drug related. They think…” He hesitated, shielding something. “Your brother was running drugs.”

Lying bastards, all of them. Jamie never touched anything harder than aspirin. Drugs. One man controlled seventy percent of the drugs through New Orleans: Marseaux, the same prick who had forced Nathan into the only choice he could make two years ago—to give up everything to take Jamie’s place in a cell.

“Look, Drake, I know this is bad, especially since you two are…were twins. Got a pair of twin grandkids, so I understand how close you had to be, but don’t blow this opportunity. You can’t change the past. I know you got a raw deal with the extra months, but the attorney for the guy who jumped you was connected. I did everything I could to get you out in time to bury your mother or you wouldn’t be leaving a month earlier than you should. Unfortunately, no one moves fast in the government or you’d have made her funeral. I know it doesn’t feel like much right now, but you’re a free man again, so don’t screw up. Don’t want to see you back here before the paperwork is filed.”

Lightning popped and fingered across the sky. McLaughlin tilted his head back to size up the swollen rain clouds. “Looks like a wet night for Fat Tuesday.”

Fuck the weather. Nathan swung away and started walking in the direction of the bus station. He paused, but didn’t turn around. McLaughlin had given him a fair shake. Had tried to get him out early. Nathan hated everyone in law enforcement for not taking Marseaux down, but he owed the warden something for at least trying to spring him in time to see his mother before she died. “Thanks.”

“Want the name of the guy who has the job for you?”

“No.”

“Then bury your brother and stay out of trouble,” McLaughlin warned.

“Might do one of those. Either way, you won’t see me here again. Give you my word on that.”

Someone would pay for killing Jamie.

He gave his word on that, too.

 

Terri wrinkled her nose at the stuffy smell of over forty people working too close for her personal taste. She slugged down another cup of coffee, or the closest equivalent they served in this satellite precinct not far from the Broad Street police headquarters. New Orleans still struggled to recover from Katrina and the criminal element had quadrupled the need for law enforcement. This precinct had been formed primarily to handle the overflow of murders and drug trafficking.

Lifting the strap of her handbag to her shoulder, she headed for her car. A shooting pain in her right thigh sucked the air from her lungs. Her leg was letting her know she’d been on her feet for too many hours in the past few days. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to change.

“Hey, Mitchell!” Sammy lifted off his seat from across the room at his desk. The rookie officer designated as her assistant on the Marseaux investigation waved a piece of paper and yelled again. Noise from overlapping conversation washed away his words.

She changed directions, careful to keep her stride smooth. Walking without a limp wouldn’t be quite so difficult if she didn’t have to navigate around crowded desks and people clustered in open space. And if she hadn’t worn a skirt suit…but sometimes a woman in a skirt still caused men to drop their guard. She’d use any weapon to get what she wanted—the bastard who had set up her and Conroy.

“…another missing blonde. Starting to make me wonder if they’re just lost,” one detective joked as she passed.

Terri slowed enough to make eye contact and narrow her eyes to send a “you’re a jerk” message. The detective’s gaze sobered, but he shot her a look that said he pegged her as another one from the brainless blonde gene pool. Men.

Sammy waited, reclined in his desk chair. Tawny-brown hair in the latest short style, a Colgate grin on his clean-shaven face, and a pleasant personality.

“What you got, Sammy?”

“Address on Nathan Drake and a little background.”

“Cool beans.” She took the paper he offered, which had a few notes neatly written in block letters, and started to walk away.

“By the way, the body’s gone.”

Terri swung back to face him. “What?”

“DEA staff was supposed to pick it up this afternoon for their coroner, but when they got to the morgue the drawer was empty. Everybody’s freaking out. Tony runs the graveyard shift. Said he’s been getting an acid enema over it from the DEA for the last hour.”

She’d seen the body late yesterday at the morgue, less than twenty-four hours ago. Nathan Drake had been stone-cold dead so he sure as heck hadn’t walked out, or…

No, she castigated herself at entertaining for an instant the idea that he’d gotten up on his own. This wasn’t an Anne Rice novel. It might be New Orleans, but dead people didn’t walk around here.

So who had wanted the body? And why was this body so important to the DEA?

“What about security cameras outside, Sammy?”

“Not a thing on any of them. There was one skip in time for about four seconds last night, but they have three cameras covering the entrance since that guy went postal on them a couple months ago. Nobody could make it past all three undetected with only four seconds to do it…unless he was a ghost.” Sammy grinned again and waggled his eyebrows. “Of course, this isss Nawhlinss, home to ghouls and vampires.”

“Yeah, right. Let’s stick to reality. I doubt a ghost stole the corpse. Thanks for the address and the heads-up about the body.” She strolled away, working hard not to grimace with each step. By the time she’d reached her Mini Cooper, Terri had changed her mind about going home for different clothes. If Brady and the rest of the DEA were tied up at the morgue searching for a body, this was her best chance to snoop through Drake’s house.

She started to punch the directions into her GPS, then blinked at the address. The Drake house was close to hers in the French Quarter.

Except the Drake house was on Rampart Street—not the safest area.

Terri rolled her windows down and pulled out of the parking lot filled with unmarked sedans and squad cars.

Cool February air infused with the rich smells from neighboring restaurants fanned her skin and hair. Cajun cooking might have become a household term in most of the country, but those native to Louisiana knew the cuisine of this state was more than gumbo and boiled crawfish. She was happy to see the businesses coming back and the city rebuilding, but the continuous rows of broken and boarded-up windows declared there was still much to do before the city returned to its former glory.

When she passed her house, the one she shared with her grandmother, Terri mentally checkmarked a note for her to spend a few hours at home during the day soon. She worked nights by choice and her grandmother was self-sufficient, but that didn’t stop Terri from worrying over her only real family.

When she reached her destination, Terri continued on past the Drake house to park down the street along the curb. She cut the lights and studied the neighborhood. Just a quiet Wednesday night. Probably more than a few nursing hangovers from a rowdy Fat Tuesday. She unhooked her earrings and removed her watch, then opened the console. Dumping the jewelry inside, she withdrew her handy pack of easy-entry tools for breaking and entering, which fit in the pocket of her small shoulder bag.

The same place she kept her SIG P229 9 mm. Sure as hell didn’t have a spot beneath this black suit.

She tugged on the neckline of her aqua knit top, which fell back into a low scoop. Screw it. Time was flying by. One glance at the side mirror confirmed her lipstick was gone and makeup faded. Good. Most people would dismiss her as an office worker or retail salesgirl at the end of a long day. She snagged a pair of plastic gloves from the box of them she kept on the backseat for unexpected crime scene stops.

Jeans and a pullover would have been nice for this B&E, but a risky waste of time with Brady so hot to find Drake’s body. He might show up any minute just to see if he could find a lead here on what had happened to the deceased.

At least that’s where she’d start if she were in his shoes.

Terri exchanged the short pumps she’d worn all day for sneakers stored on the floorboard of the backseat. The ability to run always improved one’s chance of not getting caught…or cut into pieces.

She wasn’t much for running and didn’t want to strain her bad leg, but it never hurt to be prepared for any possibility. She flipped the strap of her purse over her head and shoulder, securing it across her body. Been a while since she’d used her B&E tools. Now that she worked for BAD, she could bend rules when necessary without any sense of guilt. Only fair.

The DEA hadn’t minded twisting the rules against her. She’d been a fool to trust them just because they were law enforcement.

But she wasn’t cutting BAD any slack, either. From the agents she’d met so far, none seemed to have come up through any normal government channels.

In fact, most of them set off her felon detector big-time.

Who was she to judge? She could be facing prison soon.

Terri locked the car and kept to the shadows created by a full moon, then hiked along the sidewalk past a couple houses until she reached the one next door to the Drakes.

Music floated from the neighbor’s courtyard, mingling with the aroma of barbeque filling the air. Terri’s mouth watered. The food in the courtyard smelled better than anything she’d ever cooked in her grandma’s kitchen.

A door squeaked open across the street right before an old man with a heavy gray jacket emerged with his little fluffy mutt on a leash.

Once he reached the street and turned the opposite way from her destination, Terri hurried to the broken concrete walkway of the Drake house.

The well-maintained blue wood exterior snubbed the rougher exteriors of the houses on each side. No obvious Katrina damage to the Drake home. Black shutters were drawn tight over the windows, no slats missing. Like all the other houses on the street, this one was narrow with white gingerbread latticework around the eaves. The quaint dwelling strangely reminded her of something out of an old fairy tale. Everything appeared tidy, except for some dirt and debris piled across the narrow strip of overgrown lawn.

She paused at the locked wooden gate on the side of the house that prevented strangers from pulling into the drive. A simple, cheap padlock held the chain hooked through the rickety wood structure in place. She pushed the gate ever so slightly and peeked through.

No nosy dog came charging up from the small courtyard.

Nathan Drake had probably tended the house while his mother lived here, but not in the past couple weeks, according to the overgrown patches of grass. The only information Terri had found in addition to Sammy’s notes was an obituary notice that Lydia Drake had succumbed to cancer. Very minimal obit details.

She indulged a pang of sympathy for the guy’s loss, but nothing excused working for a drug dealer. And his brother was in prison. What a disappointment for their mother.

At least they’d had their mother longer than Terri had been with hers. She’d gone to bed one night at a girlfriend’s house in north Louisiana, thinking life at fifteen sucked just because she couldn’t get a driver’s permit yet, and woke up to a real nightmare. Her mother had been shot during the night and died before Terri reached the hospital.
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