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Prologue

 


Charles Rayne sat behind the desk in
his office at the main location of Diamond Dry Cleaners. The place
was closed for the night now, and all employees were gone. Before
him was his chief enforcer, Clyde Bennett.

He had known Clyde longer than he’d
known the other men on his payroll. Despite that, Clyde had worked
for Breakers and still reported to one of its heads, Justin Felix.
However, Charles trusted him to be loyal.

“How are things on the
streets?” Charles asked. He was still engaging in some guerilla
warfare with a competitor that he wanted to run out of
town.

“Quiet. Five by Five isn’t
making any moves right now. The Wrench is probably busy ironing his
management out in Texas,” Clyde replied.

“What about the Bealses?”
Charles asked. Most of the family that lived in the state were dead
now.

His ex-business partner, Carrington
Beals, had had three sons, one of whom was interested in securing
his father’s part of the business.

“There’s nothing on him,”
Clyde said. “His brother is back in Texas and has no wish to get
involved in the business, but Alan does, as you know.”

“Keep an eye on him,”
Charles said. “He might be working with Five by Five, too.”
Carrington’s son, Ewan, had betrayed him and Breakers by turning on
them to work with Five by Five.

Charles didn’t know the reason why,
but he suspected Ewan had gone to work for the other cartel out of
revenge for Charles killing Carrington.

“Done. Cruse said the feds
are putting eyes on you now that Felix is gone. They’ll do whatever
they can to make you cave.”

“Good for them,” Charles
said with a grin. “My cousin Anthony is taking a more active role
in the business. I need someone to work with him.”

“I’ll assign someone,”
Clyde assured him. “Just make sure he understands he needs to have
his guard with him at all times.”

“He knows the game,”
Charles said. His cousin would be taking over what Carrington used
to do. “I need a meeting with Alexi.”

“Why?” Clyde asked
carefully. “I thought you were leaving her to her own
business.”

“Just set it up,” Charles
ordered tightly.

Clyde’s dark gaze held his, the
question in it irritating. “I thought you realized she more than
likely wasn’t behind your grandson’s death.”

“She might not be, but we
still have some business to discuss.”

“Don’t do this, Charles,”
Clyde pleaded. “It’s a tidal wave waiting to crash down on
you.”

Charles lifted his lip in a silent
snarl. “Do as I say, or I’ll get Anthony to handle it.”

“Whatever you want,” Clyde
told him. “Just know fucking with her is against my advice right
now.”

“Cops are on her ass,”
Charles said. “She might be exposed. Now is the perfect
time.”

“Vice won’t get her, and
the feds have failed.”

“But they’re giving it
another go. Now, take care of that.”

****

Alexandra Russo took a sip of the
whiskey she’d poured straight from the bottle herself, keeping her
gaze on the man seated across from her. Enrique Morales was an
attractive man with coal black hair cut short and dark brown eyes
that held a hint of hardness.

The backroom of Baker’s Dixie Line was
quiet, Morales’s two companions watchful, along with her two
guards, Zoe and Gallow.

“Our proposal is more than
reasonable.”

“Not even close,” Alexi
said coldly. “Your boss wants a cut of my action, and he’s not even
bringing in near as much as I do a year. Tell him to fuck himself
with the biggest dick he can find.”

Morales’s gaze chilled. “We haven’t
had any problems with you before, but Ortiz is interested in
running the show in this city. You don’t say no to him.”

Alexi laughed, but the challenge in
his eyes flipped a switch inside her. The Mexican-run organization
was all about pretty women and hot men. They even dealt in human
trafficking, so life wasn’t as important to them as it was to
her.

Ortiz had a club here through which he
ran drugs. He was also a minor player in the city’s sex trade, but
he’d never really shown any interest in wanting to make this a
major area for him.

“Why the sudden interest
in stepping up business here?” Alexi asked curiously.

“Our business,” he told
her. “You can play by the new rules or get taken out.”

Alexi’s blood quickened. That was a
challenge that would get someone killed.

“Tell Ortiz if he wants to
issue a challenge like that, he needs to be man enough to do it in
person,” Alexi replied. “Because I don’t take orders from
lackeys.”

He sneered at her, and she grinned at
him, showing hard white teeth. “You have no idea who you’re fucking
with, bitch,” he said in a hard tone. “I’ll cut your goddamned head
off.”

“Is that what your boss
told you to say?” Alexi asked as the animal half of her took his
measure and cataloged everything about his scent in preparation for
his murder.

Morales reached across the table and
closed his fingers around her throat. Guns cocked from behind her,
but Alexi didn’t bat an eye lash.

“You have one second to
release me, hijo de perra,” she said calmly even as the jaguar
filled her mind and made her voice rough.

“Or what?” He tightened
his grip and gave a nod to someone.

Alexi surged forward, driving the
claws of her free hand into his shoulder, and he released her, eyes
wide with shock. She drew back as the ping of muffled shots went
off behind her.

“Tell your boss that’s a
no.” She rammed her claws into his throat and he gurgled, choking
on his own blood.

Alexi watched him reach for his phone
and snatched it from his hand before walking around to his side of
the table to kick him out of his chair.

“Never mind. I’ll tell him
myself,” she growled and examined his phone for an SD card as he
lay dying. Finding one, she took it.

“Shit. Alexi,” Galli
called.

“What?”

“We’re dealing with a
fed,” Galli muttered.

“Clean it up and get out,”
she ordered. Alexi took her time wiping down Morales’s phone before
dropping it onto the floor next to him.

She hadn’t expected this, but she
wasn’t fooled. Morales was fronting for Gamma who’d been
infiltrated by the feds, so they were trying to give them her
instead. She had to let Ortiz know just how she felt about that
shit.

“Move out, ladies,” she
ordered as she headed for the door, stepping over a dead man as she
went.

“I can’t believe Ortiz set
the feds on us,” Zoe muttered.

“Find out exactly what’s
up with him and the feds,” Alexi said, though she didn’t really
give a damn. He’d pay for the mistake in time.


Chapter One

 


Tatiana Rayne slid her fingers through
her silky black curls and glanced expectantly to the front of the
restaurant located in No Dice, a lesbian sex club. She’d been here
ten minutes already and her date was late.

She pursed her lips and glanced at the
cell phone on the table next to her hand. Tatiana started typing in
a message with one hand. She waited five minutes and got no
response, so she got to her feet and headed for the
entrance.

She didn’t have to look behind her.
She knew Corrigan Lance, Corri, was on her heels. She didn’t go
anywhere without the taller woman with golden skin and blue eyes.
That was her life now.

Tatiana punched the button of the
private elevator, but nothing happened, and she growled before
bringing her hand palm up.

“Don’t tear things up
because you can’t get your way,” Corri warned and grabbed her hand
and inserted a key into the lock. “Alexi’s meeting ran long, but
she’ll be here in twenty.”

“Why didn’t she call me
herself?” Tatiana demanded.

“Probably because she’s
busy, sweet britches.”

Tatiana jerked her hand free as the
door opened. She climbed in and refused to meet Corri’s
gaze.

“Where is she?” Tatiana
demanded.

“Working,” Corri retorted.
“That’s all I know. You’ll have to get details from
her.”

Tatiana drew in a deep breath and
released it slowly. She’d been busy working these last three weeks
and her girlfriend had been doing much the same, giving her little
to no attention. Tonight was supposed to be date night.

No excuses. No business.

If this was how things were going to
be with Alexi, then Tatiana wanted no part of a relationship with
her.

When the elevator door opened, Tatiana
stepped out and Corri followed. She marched to the apartment door
which now had a guard posted next to it. She threw Corri a
look.

“Slate, what’s up with
this?” Corri asked, moving ahead of her to put her body between
Tatiana and the other woman.

“Boss’s orders,” Slate
Davis answered in a smooth as whiskey voice, brown eyes cool enough
to make Tatiana shiver.

“Unlock it, Tatiana,”
Corri said.

Tatiana did just that ignoring the
slight tension between the two women. She’d only met Slate a few
days ago and wasn’t sure if she liked her yet or not.

Corri gave Slate one last look before
moving into the apartment.

“What? Do you think I’m
stupid?” Slate demanded. “Crossing Alexi is a nightmare under the
best of circumstances, but now that she’s mated, it’s a death
sentence.”

Mated?

That word seemed to mean about as much
as shit to Alexi, she mused, as Corri checked the apartment out
while Tatiana waited in the short foyer, leaning against the wall
facing the door. She didn’t know Slate, but she could hurt her if
she had to.

She was a witch from an old bloodline
with enough juice to kill half the club if it came to
that.

“It’s all c—”

“Heads up, Corri,” Slate
called. “Alexi isn’t supposed to be back yet.”

Corri threw Tatiana a look. “Wait
inside.”

She nodded, and Corri hurried out,
pulling the door closed behind her.

Tatiana took several steps back from
the door and prepared to defend herself.

****

Alexi stepped off the elevator and
locked eyes with Slate who took point, standing in front of
Corri.

“At ease ladies,” she said
with a nod.

“Lucky your girl can’t
smell the blood on you,” Corri muttered.

“I had business to take
care of,” Alexi said with a lift of her brow. “Is Tia
pissed?”

“Yeah.”

“Take a break, Corri.
Slate stay on duty,” Alexi said. “This is your new post until
further notice.”

Corri nodded and headed for the
elevator being held by Galli. Alexi gave Slate a nod.

“Any problems with
Corri?”

“Just doing her job,”
Slate murmured. “She’s territorial of your girl, which I expect,
considering failure could cost her her life.”

“Genuine failure isn’t
cause for execution and you know it,” Alexi replied with a shrug.
“Mistakes happen, accidents occur even under the best of
circumstances.” She slapped the other woman’s shoulder and headed
into her apartment.

A ball of energy smashed into the wall
next to her head, and Alexi grunted. “I’m sorry I’m late,
beautiful.”

“Really? We agreed nothing
got in the way of tonight,” Tatiana snapped. “So, why didn’t you
make it wait until later?”

She had known Tatiana for a month and
a half now and Tia had been living with her for most of that time.
They’d both been working almost non-stop which had put a damper on
their getting-to-know-you period.

“I couldn’t, sweetheart,”
she said tiredly. In that time Alexi had still kept Tatiana as much
in the dark as possible about her life.

Tia didn’t seem too comfortable with
the idea that Alexi owned sex clubs. Sex was bought and sold on a
regular basis at most of her clubs as well as merely negotiated at
play clubs like this one.

“Why?”

Alexi went to take Tatiana in her
arms, but Tatiana side-stepped her, her chocolate eyes hard as she
crossed her arms over her chest.

“I told you it was
business,” Alexi said and walked away. She didn’t really have time
for this shit. She was pissed off enough with Ortiz for this
stunt.

The man had operated in the city for
the last five years without being a problem though Texas and Mexico
were his home. He’d even managed to evade the feds. So, what had
changed, and why hadn’t he met with her to discuss it?

She wouldn’t have helped him
considering his trafficking proclivities, but the heads up would
have prevented this from becoming a problem. Now, she was going to
have to waste time and resources on him when she could be attending
to her business.

Alexi growled and stepped into the
bedroom, reached around to her back, and jerked her gun from the
holster of her sports bra.

“Fuck.”

She felt Tatiana behind her, smelled
her perfume. The animal sensed her anger, and Alexi cursed again as
she stripped off her silk blouse.

This was not how she’d intended for
the night to go. She’d wanted to focus on Tia and show her how
important she was to her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Was it my grandfather?”
Tatiana demanded.

“He wasn’t there, no,” she
said with a frown. That bastard might have been mixed up in this,
though. “I need to take a shower, okay? I won’t be long, and we can
have dinner here or down in the club if you aren’t too upset to eat
with me.”

“I just don’t understand
why you put me second.”

Alexi faced her and saw the hurt in
Tatiana’s eyes. It slinked through her, making her cat snarl at her
for disappointing their mate.

“That wasn’t my
intention.”

“Then why not wait until
after our date to kill someone?” Tatiana demanded hotly. “It’s just
like saying I didn’t matter.”

Alexi closed her eyes and fought the
snarl trying to tear from her as she reined in the animal’s anger
at her as it warred with the very human common sense of
her.

Her animal half, the jaguar she shared
her genes with, was part of the reason she’d survived tonight. Its
base instincts were what the human half of her always reverted to
in times of danger. She had too little experience with real love
and emotion, making her default response defensiveness and
coldness.

“It’s up to you, Tia.” She
strode into the bathroom to take a shower. She wouldn’t fight with
her. Hell, she wouldn’t even beg her to see reason.

Tia had known what she was walking
into, but if she was changing her mind, fuck her. She’d survive
without her mate. Having her in her life would be preferable to
not, but romantic drama wasn’t her thing.

Alexi turned on the water in her large
shower and finished undressing. She climbed in to clean up. The
blood had dried on her skin, and Corri was right. It stank like
hell.

She dipped her head beneath the water,
wetting her glossy black hair. Alexi sighed as the heat pelted her
skin. Finally, she reached for the bath puff and liquid soap to
wash up.

When she entered the bedroom, Tatiana
was perched on the bed having taken off the sexy dress she’d been
wearing. So, they weren’t going out.

Alexi walked over to the dresser and
opened a drawer and withdrew clean panties and bra.

“Going out later?” Tatiana
asked, an edge in her tone.

“Down to the club.” She
slipped into the garments and went to the closet.

“Tell me about the
problem,” Tatiana urged.

Everything about her tone was calm and
her expression had been one of composed resignation. Alexi hated
that Morales had ruined her evening and would kill him if he wasn’t
already dead.

“A rival wants me to cut
him in on my business,” Alexi said. “He’s threatening to cause me
trouble.”

“So, you killed
him?”

The confusion in her tone made Alexi
smile as she got into slacks and a blouse.

“I’ve killed for less, but
no,” Alexi said. “He made an error in calculation when he put his
hands on me.”

“You killed him because he
touched you?”

“No, Tia.” She went to put
on boots. “Things are a little more complicated than
that.”

“Explain them,” she said
softly.

“I had to kill him when he
grabbed me around the throat, or he’d have taken liberties from
then on thinking he could do whatever he wanted to me.”

Tia studied her, looking as if she was
trying to assess the truth of the statement and that really pissed
her off. The woman didn’t understand how hard she had to be to
survive in this business.

Hell, Tatiana seemed to be having an
easier time accepting that her grandfather was a bastard killer.
This wasn’t going to work. Nature hadn’t made a mistake, but nature
was about chemistry and primal instincts.

Her mate just wasn’t.

“I’m going downstairs. Do
what you need to do,” Alexi told her. “I’m not going to beg or
force you. You said you wanted to be with me, but I guess you
thought I’d stop doing my job because you said that.”

“I thought you’d spend
time with me,” Tatiana said coldly as she rose. “I guess that was
my mistake.”

“No, your mistake was
thinking—” She broke off. “I don’t want to fight with you. I need
my head in the game.”

“If you hadn’t killed him,
maybe you wouldn’t be thinking about the game,” she
shouted.

“Yeah. Ask grandpa how
that works, Tatiana.” She turned and headed for the
door.

“Is this how you solve
problems? By treating me like this and then running out? I deserve
more than your back.”

Alexi turned and stalked toward her,
and Tatiana went still, breath coming out in a rush.

Good. She saw the animal she’d
awakened. The animal she’d been tied to irrevocably.

“I gave you an apology, a
real one. I had no idea the bastard wanted to play games. For all I
know, he’s trying to tag-team me with one of my other enemies,”
Alexi told her as she came to a stop in front of Tatiana. “And how
that’s going to work out for the man whose mind conceived this
bullshit is already clear.”

“You’re going to settle it
with a bullet?”

“You know how I killed
him, Tia?” she asked softly. “With my claws, because I’m not like
you. I’m a savage beneath the expensive clothes and
cars.”

She wasn’t like Tatiana’s grandmother
and mother. She wasn’t a woman who’d sit quietly by and pretend.
She was a fighter, an alley cat, a cat shifter, who’d clawed her
way up from the gutter. No one was going to knock her back down
into the trash heap no matter who she had to kill.

Tatiana’s gaze grew uncertain. “So, I
should just leave.”

“I’m not going to make
your choice for you or threaten you.” Alexi shrugged. “I have a job
to do, women to protect, including myself. What you decide is up to
you.” She reached out to touch Tatiana, hand hovered in mid-air and
fear sparked in her mate’s brown eyes. “You’re beautiful, and maybe
too good for me.” Alexi let her hand drop and strode from the
room.


Chapter Two

 


With shaking fingers, Tatiana walked
over to the dresser and picked up her cell phone. She dialed the
only person who might understand how angry she was.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Veda,” she said.
“How’s it going?”

“Great. What’s up with
you?”

“Just—I need to talk,”
Tatiana said. “Can you meet me?”

“Sure. Bri is working
tonight. Chloe and I were just hanging out. Where do you want to
meet? We can come to the club or you can come over to my
place.”

“I’ll be over in twenty
minutes,” she said.

“Okay, I’m ordering pizza.
Is that good for you?”

“It’s fine,” Tatiana
answered. “Thanks.”

“No problem. If you want
to stay over, pack a bag. We have room.”

“Thanks.” She ended the
call and did just that.

Tatiana needed to be away from Alexi
tonight. She was certain she wanted to be with her, but her
attitude wasn’t acceptable. So, she needed to put a little distance
between them while she figured out the best way to deal with
things.

Tatiana stepped out of the room and
Slate came to attention, her phone sliding down to her side
smoothly.

“Where are we going?” she
asked.

“I’m going out.”

“I’ll get
Corri.”

“I’m going alone,” Tatiana said coolly and headed for the
elevator. She punched the button and the call bell lit up. Tatiana
waited for Slate to stop her, but the other woman merely came to
stand next to her.

Slate rode down with her, but Corri
was waiting when the elevator doors swished open.

“I don’t need you
tonight,” Tatiana told her acidly. “I can take care of
myself.”

“Be an ass if you want
to,” Corri said. “If you wanted a woman who would jump through
hoops or be home on the dot with a nine to five, you should have
found yourself a nice teacher.”

Tatiana gave her a hard look. “I
wasn’t looking for Alexi. She picked me up on the side of the
road.”

“How nice of her,” Corri
murmured. She opened a door for Tatiana and walked out into the
parking lot with her to her car. “Drive careful.”

Corri watched as she got into her car
but didn’t try to stop her to Tatiana’s surprise. She tossed her
bag in back and climbed in. Tatiana had her car started and was
down the road in a matter of moments.

Tears filled her eyes and wonder slid
through her. Love wasn’t supposed to be so damned hard. She wasn’t
supposed to be spending the night with a friend because her
girlfriend was a jerk. The relationship was too new for
that.

They were different, from different
worlds, but Tatiana knew Alexi was the only woman for her. Did
Alexi feel the same or was she just using her?

Alexi probably didn’t need to use her
to get to her grandfather. Cats were clever and landed on their
feet. She didn’t think Alexi was any different despite being the
human personification of the jaguar.

But the job … she pushed out a harsh
sigh. They needed priorities. She didn’t have to be the top on
Alexi’s list, but she needed to be on the list.

When she reached Veda’s, Tatiana
parked in the driveway which went straight back to the garage and
curved around in front of the house. Tatiana parked in front and
was out of the car within moments with her bag in hand.

She swallowed back her sadness as Veda
opened the door.

“Hi. Come on in,” Veda
said. “You guys have a fight?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll put you in the
guestroom.” Veda showed her to a spacious room in understated hues
of gold and black. “Everything will be okay. What did Alexi
do?”

“It was date night and she
was twenty minutes late. Then, she acted like it was
nothing.”

“So what?” Veda asked.
“Bri gets caught up at the office sometimes, but I don’t pitch a
fit.”

“Does she act like it’s
nothing?”

“It is nothing, Tatiana,”
Veda told her. “It’s a job, and sometimes work gets in the way of
real life.”

“So I just grin and bear
it?” she exclaimed. Veda couldn’t possibly understand. She co-owned
her own company so work probably got in the way of her real life
all the time.

What had she been thinking coming
here?

That Veda is a friend I
trust who isn’t connected to my family?

“No. You should do what
makes you happy,” Veda replied and led her to the den where Chloe
lounged on a chair. “Chloe, what do you do when Darice is
late?”

“Sometimes I get mad,” she
said. “But I know she has hot women working for her. I’m jealous
and insecure when it comes to that.”

“But you know she loves
you, so you don’t pitch a fit and run off, right?” Veda
asked.

“No, but—”

“But you’re in the same
boat,” Veda said. “A lover surrounded by hot women.”

Chloe looked a little uncertain and
Tatiana said, “You think I’m overreacting even though we haven’t
spent any time together since I moved in with her? That was six
weeks ago.”

“I don’t know you or Alexi
that well,” Chloe said. “But if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s
communication makes more sense than assumptions. She’s probably
hurting right now because she let you down.”

Veda nodded. “Or just screwed up,” she
commented, picking up a bottle. “You want a drink?”

“Yeah.” Veda was giving
her whiplash, but Chloe seemed more like she understood her dilemma
and her feelings. So coming here might not have been a bad idea
after all.

Veda poured her a glass of wine. “If I
sound harsh, it’s because I know Alexi well enough to know she
wasn’t late because she wanted to be. She’s a good person despite
what she does.”

“Job doesn’t make the
woman,” Chloe said. “Anyway, it’s a sex club, not a drug production
house.”

Tatiana laughed. They had no idea that
Alexi was a madam. Tatiana wished she was just dealing with fear
over the sexy women Alexi worked with.

If Alexi messed up, she could die, or
her mess might come after Tatiana. That scared her more than any
woman who might look long at Alexi.

“Well, I heard you were a
buyer,” Chloe said. “What’s that like?”

“Fun. I enjoy it. I get to
meet new people and travel. It’s a win all around for
me.”

“Sounds like being a
journalist,” Chloe said. “I love my job for the same
reason.”

Tatiana relaxed and the mad seeped
away as she enjoyed the company of both women. She decided she like
Chloe and wouldn’t mind spending more time with her.

****

“What do you want,
Bennett?” Alexi said, head angled down slightly toward her cell
phone as she toyed with her second whiskey.

The office was quiet and everything
was running smoothly in the clubs tonight in spite of the fact she
knew there was at least one mole in Frolic and Blindspot. She just
didn’t know who the cop was, but she had put some measures in place
to insulate herself and most of her staff.

When the big reveal came, she’d be
ready to deal.

“Rayne wants to meet,” he
said from the other end of the line.

“Why?”

“He didn’t say,” Clyde
Bennett replied. “9:00 a,m. at the Barr Club.”

“My dance card’s full,”
Alexi retorted.

“Make the time,” Bennett
said in a hard tone.

“Or what? I’m tired, and
I’m not in the mood for bullshit.” She hung up and downed the rest
of her drink. A rap on the door drew a sigh from her as she leaned
back in her chair. “Enter.”

“You okay?” Zoe
asked.

She lifted a brow at her, taking in
the enigmatic brown stare. Zoe was a half-breed like her, only Zoe
had come from a Mexican drug lord’s fling with Zoe’s black
mother.

“Did I say I wasn’t?”
Alexi demanded. She was still mentally kicking herself for not
attempting to soothe Tia instead of walking out on her.

She’d been hurt too badly as a child
and teen to just trust, even Tia, before she’d proven
herself.

“Tatiana got to Veda’s
okay,” Zoe told her. “Corri’s sitting on the house. Slate will
relieve her in a few hours, so Corri can be with her in the
morning.”

“Thanks.” She pushed to
her feet. “I need to get something to eat.”

“Don’t do anything crazy,
like take a woman up to your playroom,” Zoe said. “I know jaguars
can fuck someone other than their mates.”

“I need companionship, not
sex,” she said evenly.

“I’ll join
you.”

“No, thanks.” She walked
past Zoe and headed to the restaurant. Alexi ordered and allowed
her mind to wander back only seven weeks ago to when she was
single.

She tried to conjure up the thoughts
of a sexy woman and all she got was Tatiana. She allowed the images
of her to play in her mind. Alexi loved her and the cat, the animal
half of her, wanted no other woman no matter the mood the human
side of her was in.

“Hey.” Slate sat down
across from her.

Alexi glanced up into her chestnut
stare. “What do you want?”

“She’s young, new to the
life,” Slate said. “She probably has romanticized things a bit. And
her mother sits at home while her father’s out fucking around.
Maybe she knows that’s what goes on, and she’s afraid that’s what
you were doing.”

Alexi frowned. “Tia doesn’t know. She
might suspect, but she doesn’t know.”

“Just because she hasn’t
said anything doesn’t mean anything.”

Alexi doubted Tatiana knew about her
father’s interesting sexual preferences or that he got those needs
fulfilled three evenings a week while pretending to be working
late. The club had taken a few calls, lying for him.

She provided the service if the price
was right.

“Well, I think you should
give her a little time. She’s gonna fuck up, not completely grasp
the ramifications of being your woman.”

“If I didn’t know that,
I’d have kicked her ass out tonight,” Alexi muttered and ran her
fingers through her hair. “I’m tired. I don’t want to argue or deal
with tantrums, that’s why I’m here.”

“You could have gotten on
your knees and begged.”

“Not tonight,” she said
coldly. Maybe not ever with Tia. She had her heart. She shouldn’t
have to beg for her understanding.


Chapter Three

 


Tatiana glanced up at the sky the next
morning finding gray clouds, heavy with unfallen rain. She sighed
and stepped off the last stair.

“Hey,” Sabrina called from
behind her.

She turned to face the other woman,
her brown eyes warm. Tatiana expected some kind of pitch on Alexi’s
behalf.

“You’re welcome here as
long as you need,” Sabrina told her.

“But?” And she did sense a
but coming.

Sabrina shrugged. “But you gave her
the job when you agreed to stay with her,” she said
simply.

Tatiana studied her as she processed
the words. Sabrina was an attractive woman with old eyes and short
black hair. She was nicely built, her body toned and lightly
muscled.

“How long have you known
her?” Tatiana asked curiously.

“Not long enough to tell
you her deepest secrets,” Sabrina replied. “I can’t even tell you
if she’s mafia.” She shrugged. “I just know she’s a good woman
unless crossed.”

“I guess even the people
who can tell me her deepest secrets won’t,” Tatiana said softly as
she recalled a handful of conversations she’d had with
Corri.

“Women like us don’t give
those away to just anyone, Tatiana,” Sabrina told her
evenly.

“She doesn’t trust
me.”

“Trust is given to all in
that we trust people to be only who they are. When we don’t know
what that is, we watch and wait,” Sabrina told her. “She’ll give
you what you need.”

“How do you
mean?”

“As far as knowing her is
concerned,” Sabrina replied. “She’ll tell you what you need to
know, but are you ready to accept the answers?”

Tatiana stared at her, the skin of her
arms pimpling at the dark look in Sabrina’s eyes. Sabrina knew more
than she was saying, and it must be nice to have a friend who’d
hold your secrets no matter what.

“She won’t tell me
anything my family can use against her,” Tatiana said after a
moment.

“I can’t vouch for that,”
Sabrina replied with a cryptic smile.

“I think you can,” Tatiana
said. “But maybe the truth is I’m just another notch in her
bedpost. She hasn’t even called me.”

Sabrina shrugged again. “In a fight,
words can cut both ways.”

Tatiana started to speak and then
stopped. Alexi had looked tired last night, and she’d become so
much the animal she said she was. Not in actions, but the tone of
her voice, the look in her eyes, and the way she’d
moved.

“Honey, we’re all going to
be late,” Veda said joining them on the porch. “Are you okay this
morning, Tatiana?” She kissed the top of Sabrina’s head from
behind, wrapping one arm around her and hugging her.

Sabrina looked up at Veda, a hint of a
smile on her lips.

Tatiana wanted the ease they had with
each other, the love clearly between them. Whatever Sabrina had
done in her past obviously wasn’t the same as what she did now. So,
why hadn’t Alexi left her past behind?

Things would be so much
easier.

“Tatiana?”

“I’m—what about you? Sleep
okay?”

Veda laughed. “Like a baby. I was hard
on you last night, and I had no right to be. I’m sorry.”

“No. Forget it. You’re
both great to let me stay, but I’ll go to my place if I’m not okay
with going back to Alexi’s,” she said.

“Maybe you should see
Alexi,” Veda said. “I know she cares about you. It’s all over her
face when she looks at you.”

“Come on, Veda, we’ll be
late, and you know how I hate to be late,” Sabrina said.

Veda laughed. “I know. See you later,
Tatiana.”

“Sure.” She headed to her
car as they moved for the garage. Tatiana unlocked the door of her
car and put her bag in back before climbing in front. She started
the car and backed out.

Time with her family might be what she
needed. She hadn’t seen her mother in almost a month now, thanks to
her busy schedule.

She fished her cell from her purse and
dialed in her mother’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mom,” she said. “I
was wondering if I could come over tonight.”

“Sure,” Melissa said with
a smile in her voice. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too,
Mom,” she said. “I can’t wait to see you.”

“I’ll get your room ready,
and after dinner you can come home with me. It’ll be like old
times.”

****

Alexi was going over the books in her
office at No Dice when a rap on the door interrupted her. She’d
fired the secretary because Tatiana had thought she was too pretty.
Zoe was the one who came in.

“Boss, Rayne wants to see
you.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose.
She was still tired. Last night hadn’t afforded much sleep. She’d
left here and gone to Frolic, one of her sex clubs, to talk to a
new girl. Everything about the girl was too ordinary just like with
the last one. She was willing to bet she was a federal
agent.

Alexi hadn’t hired her, and she wasn’t
likely to hire anyone right now with the feds investigating
her.

“Go ahead and send him in.
I won’t get any peace otherwise.” Not that she deserved
it.

After getting back from the club last
night, she’d gone to bed, but lain awake kicking her own ass for
how she’d treated Tatiana.

She’d made excuses for her behavior,
and she’d owned it in the early hours of the morning.

“Shall I send Galli in
with him?”

“May as well, I’m sure
he’ll want Bennett to come in.”

“Because he’s a limp
dick,” Zoe replied with a hint of a smile, and Alexi returned
it.

Rayne slipped into her office ahead of
Galli and Bennett. He took one of the two guest chairs in front of
her desk. Galli took post at the door while Bennett took a post
closer to Rayne against the wall.

“What?” Alexi asked
sharply.

“You’re such a bitch,”
Charles said. “And that is going to start costing you.”

Alexi lifted a brow. “Is it?” she
asked curiously.

“This is my city, Alexi,”
he told her. “You’re just a whore and from now on, you’ll pay me a
fee to run your business.”

She laughed. “I’m too tired for this
shit.”

“I’m serious,” Charles
told her acidly. “If you don’t pay me fifty-five percent of all
your intake, you’ll start experiencing a few problems until you
comply.”

Alexi studied him, leaning forward in
her chair. “That is never going to happen. I’m sure Felix didn’t
give you permission to—”

“And you’re going to find
out who killed my grandson,” he cut in. “When you do, you’re going
to give me that information.”

“Let me be perfectly
clear, Rayne. I have never and will never pay any cartel to operate
my business. If you want to start a war with me over your asshole
grandson, then so be it. In the meantime, get the fuck
out.”

He glared at her. “Do you think I’m
kidding?” He glanced to Bennett who started to reach inside his
jacket.

“Do you think
I’m kidding?” Alexi
asked, and Galli had a weapon trained on Bennett. “You come into my
club thinking you can disrespect me and walk out with a smile on
your face. That’s not happening today.”

She got to her feet,
opening her desk drawer. Alexi removed a small blue gun with the
words nadrat' zadnitsu—kick ass—emblazoned on it in black.

Charles laughed. “A bitch
pistol.”

She walked over and slapped him with
it. Charles came to his feet, and Alexi shoved him back down before
leaning in close to put her gun to his head.

“I’m not playing games
with you,” she said. “Leave me the fuck alone, Charles, or you’ll
find out what a bitch I really am.”

“Put that gun away before
you hurt yourself,” he told her and attempted to stand, but she
back-handed him, knocking him off balance.

The animal in her urged her to kill
him and be done with it, but for Tia’s sake, she pulled
back.

“Out,” Alexi ordered.
“Zoe.”

The door opened, and Zoe stood there
with a Glock in hand. “Gentlemen, you’ve outstayed your
welcome.”

“I see I’m going to have
to play rough with you,” Charles said. “But you will be brought to
heel.”

“Not by you,” she told
him, her finger twitching on the trigger. The jaguar struggled to
take over, to fill her mind with its primal need for bloodshed. He
was a threat, and in the jungle, he’d be ended like one.

However, this was the concrete jungle.
She couldn’t just kill him, but the look in his eyes told her he’d
leave her no choice when things were all said and done.
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