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Prologue

 


The next morning, Tatiana Rayne took a sip
of her coffee before nibbling a croissant as she sat across from
Alexi Russo, at the kitchen table. Alexi was busy scribbling on her
tablet and had been since she’d sat down, barely speaking to
her.

Tatiana didn’t have to have all of her
lover’s attention, but the furrows in her brow made her wonder what
Alexi was up to.

“What are you doing?”

“Putting some final touches on a contract,”
Alexi told her. “I’ve got meetings all day unless the feds
interrupt.”

“What about that girl?”

“Gracelyn?” Alexi didn’t pretend not to know
who she meant which didn’t surprise her.

“Yep.”

“She’s meeting with the feds any day now,”
Alexi told her. “After that, she’s free to resume her life. The man
trying to kill her is dead.”

“Can you trust her?”

“Gracelyn’s not what she appears to be,”
Alexi said. “She’s not a threat to us though.”

“What is she?”

“Secret,” Alexi replied.

“Alexandra, I don’t like secrets,” Tatiana
told her sternly.

“Her story’s not mine to tell, Tia,” Alexi
replied. “Let’s just say she’s as dangerous as the women that work
for me.”

“Her old boss would come after her.”

“In a heartbeat,” Alexi replied. “Enjoy your
time with April.”

“Not right now,” Tatiana said. “I can’t
listen to too much of her drivel about leaving you, turning you in
to the cops.”

“Your call.” Alexi got to her feet. “I’ll
see you for lunch?”

Tatiana gave her a smile. “Sounds good.”

Alexi walked around to Tatiana’s side of the
table and bent to kiss her. Tatiana stroked Alexi’s nape as she
deepened the kiss. She loved kissing her—it made her toes curl
every time.

“See you.” Alexi kissed the top of her
head.

“Take care, lover.”

Alexi winked at her.

Tatiana finished up her breakfast and headed
to the lawyer’s office. When she got there, April was there talking
to a woman Tatiana didn’t know.

The woman gave Tatiana a look and walked
away. April came over to her.

“April, you’re playing a dangerous game,”
Tatiana told her. “I don’t care what you think Alexi has done,
trying to help the feds—”

“It’s the right thing, Tatiana,” April
responded. “You might be blinded by her lies, but I’m not.”

“Was it right for our grandparents to try to
kill me?”

“Tatiana—”

“I won’t tell you not to do it, but I won’t
be helping you,” Tatiana retorted and pivoted to go inside, and
April stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“That woman was an FBI agent who has
contacts in France,” she said quietly. “She said your mother’s
death was suspicious and that they aren’t sure that was even
her.”

Tatiana stared at her. “What are you talking
about?”

“They don’t think she ever left the country.
The body was badly burned, but they managed to get prints from the
hotel where she’d been staying, and they don’t match.”

Tatiana’s heart stopped, and she shook her
head, her thoughts winding back to that day she’d last seen her
mother. “No.”

“Yes,” April insisted. “Your mother—our
mother—was either killed before she left the country or killed
right after she left, and they believe it was the former.”

“No,” she whispered.

“Tatiana, listen to me. Alexi is going to
kill me,” Melissa said. “She thinks I betrayed her.”

Goddess divine. Alexi wouldn’t have … she’d
seen her mother with her own eyes.

“Where’s the bracelet?” Tatiana asked
when they stepped into the elevator.

“I broke it on site,” Alexi told her. “It
was a nasty fight. With the fire, it’ll never be found. Nothing
will.”

The bracelet had been made by her mother. It
had been a simple item constructed of embroidery floss and had
contained a bit of her mother’s essence, her magic. The purpose had
been to create a glamour so Alexi could look like her mother when
she went to that meeting.

The meeting had been to take care of a mob
boss her mother had struck a deal with that would get Alexi killed
or her mother had assumed. Alexi’s reason for the meeting had been
to finish off part of the organization called Breakers.

Tatiana’s grandmother and grandfather had
worked for the organization selling drugs. They had gone after
Alexi and had nearly killed Tatiana herself more than once.

Still … breathing hard, Tatiana looked at
her cousin.

“She wouldn’t have,” Tatiana whispered.
Alexi had promised. “We saw her before she left.” Her breathing was
coming in pants now as the events of that day continued to replay
in her mind.

“She tried to warn us,” April said.
“Remember? You have to find out what Alexi did, when she did it.
You can’t let her get away with this.”

Then, just like that, the entire world
around her stopped. And a chill rushed up her spine as something
dark slithered through her.

“What?”

“You heard me, and you have to help that
girl she’s holding hostage get away from her,” April said. “I know
she knows something about Alexi. That’s why Alexi has been keeping
her from going to the feds.”

Tatiana lowered her lashes and the part of
her that had awakened recently filled every corner of her mind. It
was icy and merciless.

“She tried to kill Alexi,” Tatiana said.
“She admitted it.”

Part of her was certain Alexi hadn’t done
anything to her mother—that was the woman she’d been a month ago.
The other part didn’t really give a damn.

“Tatiana—”

She pulled out of April’s grip and April
reached out, but Tatiana held up a hand. “Don’t. Not right now,”
she said, tightly holding on with a white knuckled grip to her
control.

The dark half of her didn’t want to kill
April, but it didn’t want her touching her either. Her touch was a
taint, a foreboding feeling of the future.

“I know you’re afraid of them,” April
whispered, throwing a glance toward Galli, Tatiana’s guard, who
wasn’t far from them. “But the FBI will keep you safe if you just
help them.”

Tatiana laughed. She’d seen Alexi in action
that one time, and she knew how cold she was when she was working.
How cold she must have been—she didn’t want to think about that.
But she did know they couldn’t protect her if she couldn’t protect
herself.

Alexi had too many women who were loyal to
her. None of them had anything to lose by betraying her to keep
Tatiana safe from Alexi.

She headed into the lawyer’s office. No. she
wouldn’t be talking to the feds about her mother. She would be
talking to Alexi though. She had to know.

The lawyer’s break down of their mother’s
assets was brief. He gave them each a letter after telling them
what their part of Melissa’s estate was. Part of Melissa’s estate
had gone to the women and children’s foundation which Tatiana
approved of.

However, Tatiana was the executor and was to
approve or reject their usage of the money.

They headed outside to the parking lot, and
Tatiana headed to the SUV where Saxona Silver, her other bodyguard,
was waiting when a woman came running toward her. A man was on her
heels. He tackled the woman, knocking Tatiana down, and causing the
woman to spiral into her.

She grunted and struggled free. The woman
rolled onto her back and kicked him before getting to her feet.

“Tatiana,” Galli said moving between her and
the man.

The woman moved in front of her. “Help me,
please,” she said and slipped her hand into Tatiana’s briefly
before the man got around Galli and jerked the woman back.

Galli hit him in the side, and he
grunted.

“Stop,” he growled. “She’s off her meds and
dangerous.”

“Don’t listen to him,” the woman said
frantically, her brown eyes pleading. “I’m fine. They’re going to
kill me.”

I’m taking her back to the hospital,” he
said.

“He’s lying,” she retorted, crying. “He’s
lying.”

Sax came over as Galli moved to pull Tatiana
away from the woman.

“Come on, Tatiana,” Galli ordered.

“But—”

“I promise you, I’m her brother,” the man
said. “She tried to kill herself.”

He tugged the woman’s arm up. She wore a
quarter sleeve blouse and dirt smudged pants. There was a bandage
around her wrist.

“We’ve been trying to get her stabilized,
but she’s a drug addict, too. She just goes off her meds and gets
high, and we lose her on the streets for weeks. Last time she was
nearly killed.”

The woman’s dark blonde hair was messed, and
her eyes were wild, but there was something there that gave her
pause. Tatiana looked down at her arm and her gaze darted to
his.

There was a hint of a tattoo on his hand
that looked like a tail. Her gaze darted to the woman’s arm quickly
as unease slithered through her. Peeking from beneath her sleeve
she caught the vague imprint of a circular pattern in black.

“Come on,” Galli said and dragged Tatiana to
the car.

“What if he’s lying?” Tatiana asked.

“He could be, and she could be a trick to
get to you,” Sax told her.

As the man got the woman in the car and
drove away, Tatiana looked down at her hand. The woman had pushed a
note into it. She unfolded the pristine white slip.

Help me,

I’m pregnant, and he’s going to take my baby
and kill me. Contact my sister, Alona Crosby. She’s Gracelyn
now.

If she doesn’t get her boss Alexi to help
me, Dragon will kill me.

Christina

“Sax, I think I was right,” Tatiana told
her.

“Why?” Sax looked back at her.

“The note,” Tatiana said as she tried to
give it to Galli who refused to take it.

“The fewer prints,” Galli told her. “What’s
in it?”

“She says she’s Gracelyn’s sister, and
Dragon will kill her if Alexi doesn’t help her.”

“Son of a bitch,” Sax muttered. “Are you
sure it says Dragon?”

“Yes. Why?”

“They’re a core of assassins, hired soldiers
who don’t stop coming until the target is dead. The contact was the
warning.”


Chapter One

 


“The contact was the warning.”

Tatiana didn’t know whether to be afraid or
concerned.

She was certain she could defend herself
aptly against any attack, but there might be April to worry about.
She might not want to be around her too much right now, but she
would kill anyone who hurt her.

They would have seen her with April.

Heart thudding hard, Tatiana removed her
cell phone from her purse. “Take me to Alexi, Sax,” she
ordered.

“Tatiana—”

“Now,” she snapped and unlocked her phone.
She typed in a message to Alexi, but she didn’t respond. Tatiana
thought quickly.

The bond. Alexi was a jaguar shifter and she
had said there was a bond between them. Animal to human.

She focused on reaching Alexi, channeling
her need to talk to her into a scream.

Call me now!

She sat back, holding the phone tight in her
grip. It rang in less than a minute, and she answered.

“Why are you screaming, Tia?” Alexi asked
calmly. “I’m a cat not a flower. My hearing even psychically is
excellent.”

“You ignored my message,” she said
testily.

“What do you want, sweetie? I’m in a
meeting.”

“Who or what is Dragon?”

Alexi was silent which told her Alexi wasn’t
unaware of who or what they were.

“Why are you asking me that, Tia?” Alexi
quizzed patiently. “I’m sure your mother’s lawyer didn’t bring them
up.”

She relayed the events to Alexi and again
met with silence.

“Tia, tell Sax to take you to the club, and
stay there,” Alexi said. “I can’t talk right now. I’ll see you
tonight.”

“Alexandra Russo, do not shut me down right
now,” Tatiana said, her voice rising.

“Later, Tatiana.” Alexi’s voice was frigid
enough to chill her nipples.

Dead space followed, angering her even more.
“I want answers, Sax,” Tatiana snapped.

“Dragon is a notorious organization of
soldiers for hire like Mojo. The only difference is their sense of
fairness isn’t as keen as Ace’s. If that was a message to Alexi,
you’re lucky to still be alive.”

The darkness in Tatiana opened its eyes
wide. Her focus narrowed and zeroed in on Gracelyn. The woman with
more answers than Sax was going to give her. All she had to do was
ask.

****

Alexi didn’t normally meet with her clients
outside of the club hours. In fact, she didn’t normally meet with
them at all unless she needed their services for some reason.

The judge who’d requested the meet with her
sat across from her in her club Blindspot, the club for married
people.

She provided a variety of services to them
including discreet menages and hook-ups for men who wanted to play
with the same sex or other women without their spouses.

She had her doubts about the judge’s
motives, but he couldn’t do anything to her that she didn’t allow
him to.

“So, what do you want, Judge?” she
asked.

He sighed. “What I want is simple,” he said.
“I need help.”

“Help?” she asked with a frown and reached
for her iced tea. He seemed to get even quieter, and her jaguar,
the feline who shared her genetics, watched the man, waiting for
him to give himself away.

“I’m being blackmailed,” he told her.

“What do you propose I do about it?” She sat
back.

“The individual wants me to help them with
something in exchange for backing off and giving me the pictures
and video they have of me.”

She waited for him to go on. The tension in
his features told her he might not be lying.

“I don’t know how they got them,” he said, a
forlorn look on his face. “I do know they could ruin my
career.”

“I can’t help you, Judge.”

“The pictures were taken here,” he snapped.
“You failed to provide the discretion you promised.”

“I doubt that,” Alexi replied coolly. “If
someone has proof of your illicit activities then I suggest you
find a way to deal with it or tell your wife.”

“I can’t tell her,” he growled. “Do you not
understand! My entire world will be upended. My career—I’ll be a
laughingstock.”

“Worse things have happened than your sexual
proclivities being revealed, trust me,” Alexi said. “You just have
to deal.”

“I have to deal?” he demanded, desperation
in his gray eyes. “I didn’t tell you that when you called on me to
prevent that warrant granting the cops access to your club.”

She shrugged. “You did what you had to do
there because you were between a rock and a hard place, just like
you are now.” She rose. “I would have done more than threaten to
send those pictures to your wife. I would have posted them on the
internet so your kids could see them.”

“You bitch,” he hissed. “You’re behind this
aren’t you?”

“No.” Alexi perched on the edge of her desk.
“I suggest you get your shit together, Judge. Pay the price they
want or tell them to fuck off.”

“I don’t have the luxury of not giving them
what they want,” he said in a tone rife with fear.

“Then, do it,” she responded.

“I can’t compromise my reputation,” he told
her. “I won’t. My sexual desires have nothing to do with my job or
my integrity.”

“I agree,” she said. “There is nothing wrong
with playing with boys or enjoying a good flogging. Maybe your wife
will understand, but I can’t help you. I can tell you my staff had
nothing to do with those pictures.”

“You’re going to pay for this,” he told her.
“If you don’t help me—”

“How do you propose I help you?” Alexi asked
silkily, restraining the animal that wanted to pounce and kill him
saving her the trouble of doing it later.

“Hire someone to kill him.”

Alexi laughed. “You need to leave,” she
said. “I don’t do murder for hire.”

“Then get Mojo,” he growled. “I’ve heard
things about them. Ace Baker or even Blade.”

“You really have outstayed your welcome,”
Alexi told him. “I’m not interested in flushing my freedom over
your problems. If you want to hire a hitter, go out there and get
you one.”

“Are you listening to me?” he demanded.
“This isn’t the run of the mill case. The guy’s a pedophile. He
wants me to rule in his favor despite the evidence.”

“I. Can. Not. Help. You.” She didn’t trust
what he was saying. It smacked of a setup to get her or Ace. She
wasn’t going down that road.

This was one time she’d see a kid get the
shaft from the legal system before she signed her name in blood on
the devil’s contract.

“What they say about you is true, isn’t it?”
he said as he got to his feet.

“I don’t know what they say and frankly, my
dear, I don’t give a shit,” she said coldly.

He shook his head. “He raped the kid. You
can—”

“I can toss you out on your head,” she said,
“and I will if you don’t walk out on your own steam, Judge.”

He gave her a hard stare. “Feds are
breathing down my neck, too, Russo,” he told her. “I’m not the only
one with something to lose here.”

“I don’t have anything to lose.”

“More than you think,” he told her. “There
is a lot I could say about this club that even if it isn’t true
could bring you under investigation. Make no mistakes, I’ll do what
I have to, to preserve my family and my life.”

“Get cracking, 007,” she told him, her tone
hard as she went to the door and pulled it open.

“You’ll regret turning your back on me,” he
told her.

“Take your petty threats out that door
before I choke you with them,” Alexi answered, a growl in her
tone.

“That’s a promise.” He strode from the room,
and Alexi closed the door, rolling her eyes.

Whatever the hell his problems were, he may
as well man up because she wouldn’t allow him or any other client
to take her down.


Chapter Two

 


After getting back to the club, Tatiana
punched the elevator button with a vicious jab and the doors swung
open. She climbed in, still fuming and hungry for answers. If Alexi
wouldn’t give them to her then Gracelyn damn well would.

Her phone rang and she opened her shoulder
bag and tugged it out. A glance at the display drew a grimace from
her. She hit CONNECT.

“Hello, Lara,” she said to the Vice
President of the Women’s Foundation.

“Good morning, Tatiana,” she said in that
warm near baritone of hers. “How are you today?”

She frowned. Part of her was in no mood to
make nice. Hell, no part of her was, but she drew in a slow breath
and let it out. “I’m fine, Lara, how are you?” Sax climbed into the
elevator and the doors closed.

“I’m doing well,” she said. “I was wondering
if you’ll be attending the fundraiser tonight. I wasn’t sure
whether you’d received your invitation.”

“I did, and I wasn’t—”

“Good, then,” Lara cut in. “I’m looking
forward to seeing you. I hope you come prepared to make a nice
donation, and your lover, too. We’re in great need of support. As
you know, your mother was always willing to lend a hand.”

“Yes, I’m aware.” The elevator doors opened
in the corridor of their apartment, and she stepped out, her mind
on the event and the invitation. There was something on it about
the location and a note about the cause.

“It is formal so dress for the occasion,”
Lara said. “I look forward to seeing you.”

“Right. Lara, I don’t know—”

“See you tonight,” she broke in quickly.
“Good morning.”

Tatiana groaned and stalked to the
apartment. “I want a house,” she muttered under her breath as she
stopped in front of the door.

Sax opened it before she could dig out her
key and Tatiana went inside to look for the invitation. However,
Tatiana knew it was that sane part of her that warred with the
darkness.

That dark part was intent on getting to
Gracelyn. She really should just send a check, she mused, but as
she recalled, it was one of the events that her mother had
prized.

She didn’t care that her mother cared about
the event, but it was a cause she had always supported as well. The
Foundation did many things for women, and she was for preservation
and advancement of women.

So, she would go, and she’d remain active at
the foundation in her mother’s stead.

Tatiana found the invitation in the
nightstand in the bedroom and looked it over. The note was almost
cryptic, but she knew exactly what it made reference to, thanks to
her mother.

They were looking for a boost in funds for
the safehouses they provided for women who’d had to go underground
to be safe from abusive husbands, to keep their kids from the hands
of their pedophile parent.

She went to the closet and took a peek
inside. She’d need a new dress, but first she needed to talk to
Gracelyn. That woman was hiding behind her mate, but she needed to
lay down a few ground rules.

“Where are we going?” Sax asked when Tatiana
exited the apartment.

“To visit Gracelyn,” she said. “Corri said
she was back at work and was cleaning on the VIP floor.”

“Why are we doing that?” Sax asked
curiously.

“Because Alexi won’t give me the answers I
want about Gracelyn or Dragon.”

“Best to hash that out with your woman,” Sax
advised as they stepped into the elevator.

“I didn’t ask for any advice,” she replied.
“But thanks.”

“Just sayin’,” Sax replied.

Tatiana gave her a cold look and turned her
gaze back to the door as dark energy churned in her. The more she
thought about it, the more she didn’t trust Gracelyn.

The elevator doors swished open, and Tatiana
stepped out. She marched to the apartment Gracelyn was still living
in and rapped on the door before bursting in.

The auburn-haired beauty was lounging on the
sofa, her eyes blue in her pale face.

Gracelyn was no longer under guard, but Tia
knew from experience that didn’t mean protection wasn’t in place
for her.

Gracelyn watched her warily as she moved
past her. “You have a sister, Christina, Alona?”

Gracelyn continued to watch her, her
expression remaining unchanged. “I don’t—who told you that? My
sister is dead.”

“I saw her,” Tatiana snapped. “What are you
doing here? Does Alexi know your name isn’t even Gracelyn?”

“I don’t know what she knows,” Gracelyn
replied. “I do know I don’t have a sister.”

Tatiana pulled the note from her pants
pocket and threw it at Gracelyn. Gracelyn picked it up and
carefully unfolded it before reading it.

She paled, and Tatiana wanted to choke her.
She’d expected recognition, but there was a hint of fear on her
face that quickly faded.

“Who gave you this?” Gracelyn demanded, her
tone holding an edge of anger.

“Your sister,” Tatiana spat the words out as
if they were hot kernels as she watched her, the still alien part
sensing something she couldn’t put a name to.

“Where is Alexi?”

“Out!” Tatiana snarled. “She’s mine so don’t
say that as if she’s going to come rushing to your rescue. Tell me
the truth, Gracelyn, or I will kill you before Alexi even knows I
was here.”

“I don’t owe you anything,” Gracelyn
muttered as she got to her feet. “Get out.”

Tatiana started toward her, and Gracelyn
spread her legs a little apart, her eyes flashing a warning.

The darkness inside Tatiana felt a prickle
of energy and lifted its head to watch the woman with new
awareness. She wasn’t just a damsel in distress, and she wasn’t a
shifter.

So, what was that other part of her
sensing?

“Do you think for one moment I’m going to
allow you to draw Alexi into your shit?” Tatiana demanded. Her
power rose inside her and the door opened as if on cue.

“Tatiana,” Zoe, Alexi’s right-hand woman
said coolly. “What are you doing in here?”

“Talking to this liar,” she responded. “She
better answer me, or she’s getting tossed out on her ass.”

“I can’t throw her out without Alexi’s say
so,” Zoe told her coolly, and Tatiana heard anger as well as the
hint of a snarl.

“I can.” Tatiana glared at Gracelyn. “What
are you dragging Alexi into?” She moved toward Gracelyn, and Zoe
was there gripping her arm and jerking her back.

“Control yourself,” Zoe ordered and shoved
her away from Gracelyn. “Sax, get in here.”

The door opened and Sax strode into the
room. “Tatiana, don’t hurt the redhead,” she said patiently. “I’m
not going to stop you, but I don’t think Alexi would like
that.”

“She’s not here,” Tatiana growled, hands
clenched into fists at her sides.

“I know you want answers, but wait for
Alexi,” Zoe insisted.

“Who is Dragon?” Tatiana asked Gracelyn.

“It’s an organization of assassins for
hire,” Gracelyn told her. “They kidnap kids, teens and turn them
into assassins. I used to be one, but I escaped. Now, they want me
back.”

“Then go to them.” Tatiana told her.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Gracelyn retorted.
“Not unless Alexi puts me out.”

Tatiana grabbed her before Zoe could stop
her, and Gracelyn knocked her hand free.

“Keep your hands off me,” Gracelyn told her,
a warning flickering in her voice. It was a musical tone, almost
seductive.

Tatiana lashed out before she could stop
herself and struck Gracelyn across the face. Gracelyn punched her
in the stomach, and Tatiana threw her hand out, a spell on the tip
of her mind. The energy she released sent Gracelyn hurtling back
into the wall smashing against it.

“Fuck,” Zoe muttered.

“Watch it,” Sax warned Zoe as Tatiana jerked
her hand left, dragging Gracelyn along the wall to slam her into
the one next to the door.

The darkness filled her mind, taking over,
and Tatiana felt herself moving, but couldn’t stop the motion. Sax
grabbed her, and Zoe stepped between them and Gracelyn.

“Let go of me, Sax. I don’t want to hurt
you,” Tatiana told her.

The door burst open next to Gracelyn, and
Corri rushed in with Galli on her heels.

Corri used to be her guard. Now, she was
just a friend.

“Tatiana,” Corri snapped, her voice like a
whip.

“Move,” Tatiana told her and flicked her
wrist. Corri slid a few steps away, and Tatiana hit Gracelyn with a
sharp-tipped spell.

Gracelyn let out a pained cry.

“Tatiana,” Corri snarled. “Enough. Sax get
her out of here before she kills the goddamned woman.”

Tatiana shoved out both hands and the energy
thrust into Gracelyn, drawing a gasp from her. Tatiana held her
motionless, breathing hard, her gaze locked with Gracelyn’s. Then,
Tatiana drew back and flicked a clawed hand at Gracelyn.

Gracelyn screamed and blood bloomed on her
arm.

“Stop it,” Gracelyn pleaded. “Stop it, you
bitch!”

Tatiana flicked her wrist, and Gracelyn’s
head jerked to one side. Her cheek reddening from the strike.

Sax tried to touch her, and Tatiana gave her
a warning look, causing Sax to back off.

“Tatiana,” Corri said, anger riding the
word. “Have you lost it?”

“The question is, have you?” Tatiana said
coldly. “Your job is to protect me, not that sneaky slut. Next
thing I know she’s going to be trying to get in Alexi’s pants.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about
that,” Corri told her. “Alexi hasn’t looked twice at her, and she’s
not going to be happy with your petty attack.”

“I don’t need Alexi to protect me against a
simpering little idiot like her,” Gracelyn said.

“Oh, no?” Tatiana demanded, staring at the
woman who leaned against the door bleeding from her right arm. The
cut was deep and the paleness of Gracelyn’s face told her she was
hurting. “It’s just Dragon you’re afraid of.”

“You have no idea about me or my life, let
alone Dragon and what they’ve done and will do to me,” Gracelyn
said and swallowed tightly. “You wouldn’t survive one day with them
and you better pray Alexi keeps you shielded, because if she
doesn’t, you’re damn well going to find out.”

“They’re coming after her,” Zoe said.

“Damn right,” Gracelyn growled. “Christina
isn’t my sister. She’s an assassin or didn’t you notice that dragon
on her arm? All of the assassins have it.”

“Including you?” Tatiana asked, crossing her
arms over her chest.

“I wasn’t an assassin per se.”

“What was your job then? Seductress?”
Tatiana quizzed in an accusatory tone. “You’re pretty enough.”

“More or less.”

“Infiltrations,” Sax said. “You send a honey
in as bait or to do a covert job from the inside because no one
would suspect a pretty face of being capable of being anything
other than a—”

“A Trojan horse,” Tatiana murmured as she
studied Gracelyn. “If you hurt Alexi, you’ll never know peace until
you make it right. Ever, and that’s a promise, Gracelyn.”

“I’m not—”

“No matter where you go, you’ll take me with
you, and I’ll never let you rest,” Tatiana cut in. “They can’t
protect you from that no matter what those agents promised you. If
I lose Alexi because of you, you’ll suffer with me.” She backed up.
“I’ll get some healing cream for that. I’ll be right back.”

Sax followed her out and so did Corri.

“I can’t let you go back there,” Corri said.
“Sax might be willing to let you—”

“Shut up, Corri,” Tatiana told her evenly.
“I’m not going to hurt her.”

Sax sighed. “Corri, back off. Anyway, the
damage has already been done in spades.”

“She’s gonna be fine,” Corri insisted.

“For now,” Tatiana agreed. “Corri, take her
the cream. I need to go shopping.”

****

“My god,” Gracelyn said shakily and moved to
sit down.

“Let me have a look at it,” Zoe said.

“No. I’ll be fine,” she insisted, ignoring
the pain shooting through her as she fought back tears. “I need to
be alone.”

“Not until after you’re cleaned up.”

Zoe left the room and returned with a cloth
and first aid kit. Gracelyn stared at her as she sat on the heavy
coffee table and reached for her arm.

Zoe wiped at the blood and Gracelyn
winced.

“You need stitches,” Zoe said. “I’ll get
Melanie to come take care of it. You might not be able to get back
to work for a few days.”

“Zoe, stop.” Looking at the damaged skin,
Gracelyn thought the marks resembled an animal’s claw.

“You’re in pain,” Zoe said. “Honey, just
stay still, and next time don’t go after her.”

“Because she’s Alexi’s woman? I’m supposed
to allow her to hurt me for sanctuary? Like hell.”

Zoe shook her head. “Do whatever you want,”
Zoe replied and leaned to one side to pull her phone from her
pocket. She typed out a message. Her phone dinged a moment later.
“She’s coming.”

Gracelyn leaned back against the couch, eyes
closed. There was nothing anyone could do to her that would be
worse than what Tatiana had just done. So, how did she deal with
her softly spoken promise?


Chapter Three

 


Alexi leaned back in her chair and picked up
the phone on her desk. She tapped a button. “Get in here,” she
ordered.

Ten minutes later, the door opened and a
lean muscled man stepped in. His brown eyes held curiosity as they
met hers. In jeans, he strode to her desk and put his hand on the
chair before it.

“What’s up with you, boss lady?” he asked in
a friendly tone.

“I need info,” she told him without
preamble.

Cauley gave her a smile. “That’s my stock in
trade. Who are we checking out today?”

“Judge Lachey,” she said. “He said someone
is blackmailing him with photos they took of him here.”

“If they are, it’s one of the men he hangs
with.”

“Who are they? I stopped keeping up with
that dude months ago.”

“He’s been holding court with two kids
lately. Always picks them up in the bar and takes them up to his
room. One’s a female.”

“Anything out of the ordinary going on with
that?”

“Not that C has pointed out,” Cauley
replied.

C was Connie, her head of security, and he
had cameras in every room. Alexi didn’t use the information she
gathered very often because she had no need. They were clients who
came here for a good time.

She had nothing against that. She did use
the cheaters’ indiscretions against them when she needed a favor
from a judge. She almost never blackmailed law enforcement because
there was no need.

“Did he meet anyone else?”

“I’ll check into it,” he said. “Get back to
you when I have that info.”

“He said he had a case coming up that
someone wanted him to throw. Check that out and find out who’s
behind it.”

“Do you want me to take care of it?” he
asked.

“Not until after I’ve made a decision,”
Alexi said and glanced at her phone. The display had lit up.
“Thanks.”

He got up and exited, and she picked up her
phone. She read the message from Tatiana telling her they were
going to a fundraiser tonight. One she couldn’t get them out
of.

“Like I need that crap,” she muttered as she
put her phone on the desk and sighed.

Alexi closed her eyes to take a moment to
just breathe. She rolled her neck, tension starting to set in.

She needed a massage. The rap on her door
had her eyes opening.

“Come on in,” she drawled.

The door opened and Kendall came in. Kendall
was a temporary guard while Slate, her regular bodyguard, was on a
mini vacation to just recharge at Alexi’s insistence.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“You’re interrupting my moment of solitude
for casual conversation?” Alexi joked.

Kendall flashed her a smile and tossed her
an apple. “Actually, Cauley sent me in here to tell you he’s
already got something.”

She took a bite of the green apple. “That
was fast.”

“No, this stuff was already out there,” she
said. “Judge Lachey is hearing a case on a pedophile who’s on trial
for raping two kids. One of them is his own niece. He’s been raping
the kid for two years according to testimony.”

“How old is she?”

“Now, she’s eleven. She was nine then. She
said the bastard invited a friend of his to join.”

“You’re—when you say join—”

“I mean a down and dirty threesome,” Kendall
replied. “Medical records support the child’s testimony. The girl
said they make movies, but no movies could be found.”

Alexi growled. “That is messed up.”

“I don’t know if Mojo is involved yet, but
the other kid is only ten. She’s telling the same story, but absent
of video, the girls are being called liars.”

“Wonderful.” She didn’t watch the news
often. She didn’t keep up with the local news too much unless she
was keeping an eye on something in particular.

“The men—one’s a cop and the other is a
middle school teacher. Both kids went to the school where the
teacher works.”

Alexi sighed. The depravity that existed in
some men never ceased to piss her off.

“Shall I call Ace?”

“No. If they’re on it, that’s their
business,” she said. She had no idea what the judge expected her to
do. “Wait, you said teacher and cop?”

She’d banned a cop from her club a few
months ago for getting too rough with one of the street kids who
pretended to be fourteen but was all of eighteen.

“Yeah. Why?”

“The judge said he was being threatened.
“Get Cauley.”

She exited the room and returned moments
later with the attractive man who was a little older than
Alexi.

“I know. I’m working on it. I’ve got someone
at the courthouse,” he said.

“Get the man some protection. We need to fix
this.”

“I’ll find out who’s trying the case and see
what we might can get on them,” Cauley said.

“I’ll call Connie and find out who the guy’s
been meeting with here,” Alexi said.

“You want them dead?”

“Not if you can help it,” she said. “Just
gather info and report back to me.”

“I’m out,” he said. “Talk to you later.”

Alexi gave him a curt nod. “I need to call
Connie,” Alexi told her.

“What are you going to do?”

“Pull that judge’s ass out of the fire if we
can,” she said with a shake of her head as she got to her feet and
grabbed her phone from her desk.

Damn. When had she become a soldier for a
pathetic judge or the law?


Chapter Four

 


Tatiana was in the bedroom when she heard
Alexi come home that evening. She smiled as she finished with her
hair.

“Tia, why are we going to a fundraiser?”
Alexi demanded moments later. “Why didn’t you check with me
first?”

“It’s the Women’s Foundation,” she said. “I
tried to get out of it, but I couldn’t, really. I mean, it’s a
charity that’s close to my heart. Besides that, my mom left them a
healthy allowance which she wants me to dish out.”

“Right,” Alexi grumbled and began
undressing, and Tatiana watched her in the mirror.

Her lean body was muscled in the right
places and firm all over. Her dark hair was cut short, a single
length all over.

“You had a talk with Gracelyn?”

“I see Sax or Zoe have a big mouth,” she
said as she continued to admire Alexi’s body.

Alexi grunted. “What were you thinking?”

“You weren’t answering my questions about
Dragon,” she said.

“I was in a meeting,” Alexi growled. “Leave
Gracelyn alone.”

“Why?” Tatiana demanded. “What’s so special
about her that I shouldn’t talk to her?”

“Talk, but not harm,” Alexi told her. “Keep
your temper under control, Tia.”

“Did you sleep with her?” Tatiana demanded.
“Are you sleeping with her?”

“When do I have time?” Alexi asked
impatiently. “I’m either away from the club working or with
you.”

“Answer me,” Tatiana snapped.

“No.” She started for the bathroom. “I’ll be
ready in fifteen minutes.”

“She could have gotten me killed. Do you
know that?”

“Yes, and that’s why I’m increasing your
security, and this isn’t all her fault.”

“Who’s to blame then?” Tatiana asked. “You?
The FBI?”

“Take the curse off her,” Alexi ordered.

“No. If something happens to you because of
them, she’ll be in hell with me,” Tatiana told her.

“Tatiana, I’m a grown woman, I can take care
of myself,” she said. “Gracelyn won’t be to blame for my death when
it comes.”

“How do you know? Dragon is an organization
of assassins.”

“I know, but let’s just put this on the back
burner. You can rake my ass over the coals later.”

“Good idea,” Tatiana retorted. She didn’t
really have to. She’d made her point. Gracelyn wouldn’t be a
problem if she knew what was good for her.

Alexi was true to her word and emerged from
the bedroom fifteen minutes later. Tatiana, who sat on the couch in
the living room waiting for her, got to her feet with a smile.
Alexi wore a black suit with a royal blue blouse and black tie.

“You look absolutely gorgeous,” Tatiana said
with a wide grin.

“Me? Baby, I need a fireman to put you out,”
she teased.

Tatiana rolled her eyes, but laughed all the
same. “We don’t have to stay long. Just about an hour. Is that
okay?”

“Merciful,” Alexi said and pulled Tia into
her arms for a kiss. “Tia, Gracelyn is nothing, so don’t turn her
into a problem for us.”

She slid her hands up Alexi’s shoulders.
“Why don’t you just throw her out?”

“You know why not,” Alexi murmured. “She’s a
woman with a right to live free. She’s no one’s property.”

“I know,” Tatiana said and blew out a
breath. “You’re an honorable mobster.”

“Be good, okay? Trust I know what I’m doing
where Gracelyn is concerned.”

“For now,” she said. “Take me dancing.”

Alexi gave her an amused look. “Lead on, my
lady.”

The drive over to the country club where the
event was being held was accomplished amid some chatter about
sports which Saxona and Alexi good naturedly discussed before
talking about the latest novel Sax had read.

Once they reached the club, Sax stayed with
the car while Galli followed them inside. Tatiana saw April but
didn’t go to her. Instead, she stopped to talk to a small group of
women she’d worked on a fundraiser with.

Alexi was polite and the women a little
chilly. Finally, Alexi went to get a drink and they drifted away
leaving Tatiana alone with the two women who ran the
foundation.

“I can’t believe your mother and grandmother
are gone,” Lara Davenport said quietly, a look of regret on her
tanned face as she reached out to touch Tatiana.

“Both Melissa and Gwen will be missed,” a
neatly coiffed blonde said with a little nod.

“Thank you,” Tatiana murmured. Her mother
and her grandmother’s deaths had come at the hand of the same
woman. Her lover, Alexi Russo.

She could almost give a damn about her
mother, but she didn’t have any real proof Alexi had killed her,
though she’d want the truth eventually.

“They were both a great help financially to
the foundation,” Lara said. “However, there is a gap that needs to
be filled.”

“And April has agreed to stay on and work
with us in your grandmother’s stead,” the blonde said. “She said
the two of you would be continuing to make contributions
financially.”

“That’s true. My mother left the foundation
a small trust,” Tatiana replied.

“Small is the operative word,” Lara said.
“The Women’s Foundation is very important in this city and even the
state. Our older programs as well as some of our newer ones depend
on funding from influential members of society.”

“That is true,” the blonde replied. “But we
have to be careful, Lara. Our credibility could be damaged by some
individuals.”

“True as that may be—”

“Leave it, Lara,” the other woman cut in.
“The Rivers’ have arrived. Let’s go say hello.”

“I’ll join you in a moment,” Lara responded
coolly.

The other woman gave Lara a warning look and
strode away.

“She’s right, but the thing is, without
support from your family, some of our programs will become
unimportant,” Lara said. “I understand your attraction for the
dangerous Russo. She’s a bad girl and bad girls are every bit as
attractive as bad boys.”

“Meaning?” Tatiana asked with a frown.

“Meaning, money isn’t good or bad, it’s what
we do with it that’s the issue, and The Women’s Foundation has done
much good with your family’s aid,” Lara told her. “While the others
are voting to remove you from the board, I voted we keep you in
your mother’s position.”

Tatiana nodded in understanding. “You want
my family’s influence, and Alexi’s money.”

“At times women like Russo have more than
money to offer,” Lara said. “We have to move women through our
underground network, women who are in hiding from abusive husbands,
boyfriends, and even family members.”

“So?”

“So, Russo could be quite helpful in
providing a safe haven for some of our victims. I’d like a meeting
with her to discuss this.”

“She’s right across the room,” Tatiana said.
“Go and talk to her yourself.”

“This is a delicate situation, Tatiana.”
Lara took a sip of her wine. “We’re good people who do good things
and sometimes we break the law to help women and children who have
no recourse from the law.”

“I—”

“I can’t be seen talking to her for too long
even here. Broach the subject with her and let me know if she’ll be
willing to talk to me. Just talk.”

Tatiana shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll ask,
but I’m warning you, Lara, if this is some game by the FBI to
backdoor into our lives, I will be the one to hurt you and this
foundation.”

Lara arched a brow at her. “I’m not afraid
of you, Tatiana,” she rebutted calmly. “But Russo, now, she scares
me.” Lara glanced behind her on finishing her sentence. “Ms.
Russo.”

“Ms. Davenport,” Alexi said coolly as she
moved to Tatiana’s side and slipped an arm around her waist.

“I was just telling Tatiana that we’ll miss
her mother and grandmother.”

“Actually, she was just saying that she
wanted to get in bed with you professionally,” Tatiana said, her
gaze on Lara. “She wants to meet with you about helping the
foundation.”

“In what way?” Alexi asked curiously.

“We operate an underground network for women
on the run. We need support—safehouses.”

“We’ll talk,” Alexi said. “Tia will give me
your number.”

“Thank you.” With a nod, Lara walked
away.

“Are you serious?”

“No,” Alexi said. “I’ll meet with her, but
I’m not committing to anything. They could get me on aiding and
bullshit, not actual crimes.”

“Their crime may pale in comparison to
yours, honey, but make no mistake about it, they aren’t any less
real,” Tatiana drawled and patted Alexi’s stomach.

Alexi gave her a curious stare.

“Dance with me?” Tatiana asked. “I’m getting
bored and starting to feel like this dress is going to waste.”

Alexi’s gaze slid over her in the slinky
rose gold off-the-shoulder dress. With delicate floral appliques
with tiny pearl centers and gold petals, the dress fell just below
knee-length and Tatiana had selected high-heeled rose sandals.

Her black curls fell around her shoulders
and a pair of pink diamond and gold earrings graced her ears and a
gold bracelet encircled her wrist.

“In that case, we should take a turn,” Alexi
said and took Tatiana’s hand. Tatiana gave her a smile.

Once on the dance floor, Alexi drew Tatiana
into her arms and Tatiana smiled up at her as she stroked Alexi’s
nape.

Alexi’s gaze was warm on her face making
Tia’s nipples harden. “You’re not enjoying yourself?” Alexi
murmured and the huskiness of her voice slid around Tatiana like a
veil, making them the only two people in the room.

“Not overly,” she answered as Alexi’s hand
slid lower on her back and Tatiana shivered. “These things always
bore me. Some of the members of the board aren’t happy having me
around, but I have a feeling Lara wants to keep your influence
around.”

“I have no problems supporting women and
children’s programs,” Alexi told her. “Just be careful they aren’t
trying to use this to get closer to you or to me.”

“I know,” Tatiana replied. “I’d never do
anything to get you in trouble. I’d miss you too much.”

Alexi dipped her and brought her back up,
their eyes locking. Tatiana caught her breath. “I’d miss you more,”
Alexi murmured.

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” she said,
and Alexi gave her a smile and looked over her head. “Is everything
okay?”

“Seems like it,” she said, but there was
something in her eyes that quickly passed that gave Tatiana
pause.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” Alexi told her as she looked down
at her and gave her butt a pat before moving her hand back up to
Tatiana’s back.

The song ended a moment later, and Alexi
guided her from the dance floor with a hand on the small of her
back.

“Alexi.”

“Hello, Ace,” Alexi said with a nod.
“Jasmia, you look stunning.”

Jasmia smiled, her green eyes warm. “Thanks.
Nice dress, Tatiana.”

“Thank you,” she murmured. “You look
stunning, too.”

Jasmia smiled. “I need a drink. My throat is
dry from that long winded conversation.”

“I could use one, too,” Tatiana said.
“Honey?”

“No,” Alexi said with a shake of her
head.

“Ace?” Jasmia, Ace’s mate asked.

“No, thanks, sweetie,” Ace replied. “You two
go ahead.”

Jasmia took Tatiana’s arm and led her away.
“Is this just because Ace wants a word with Alexi?” Tatiana
asked.

“No.” She frowned and led her to the
bar.

A man was watching them, and Tatiana gave
him a cold look, something about him setting her on edge.


Chapter Five

 


Alexi felt eyes on her and casually glanced
around to find a man watching her mate. The cat half of her, the
jaguar that shared her genes, raised her head and a silent growl
escaped her.

She caught Galli’s eye and the other woman
nodded as she moved closer to where Tia had gone.

“I hate these things,” Ace commented and
grimaced, the words bringing Alexi’s attention to her. “But Dev
wants us to look normal.”

Alexi grunted. “There aren’t enough charity
events on earth to gloss you over.”

“Dev’s on this kick,” Ace said. “She’s
wanting us to be even more anonymous than ever. Taking cases that
mean shit. I had to go to the wall with her on my last case.”

“On what?” Alexi asked throwing a glance to
where Tia and Jasmia were laughing.

“A pedophile,” she said. “The client ended
up vanishing on us because Dev found out and ordered me to cut it
short.”

“Dev getting squeamish in her old age?”
Alexi teased.

Ace screwed up her face. “She’s worried
after a meeting with Willis. He’s an over ambitious twit … wants
her to hand over our files and some of our operatives for
prosecution in exchange for our freedom.”

“You told the asshole no, right?”

Ace and Devin had done some work for the FBI
in the past, bringing down organizations the feds couldn’t touch
without sparking a wildfire of anger from the public.

“Exactly, so he’s that much more determined
to close us down.”

“Better watch your ass then,” Alexi warned
in a low tone.

“We’re doing our best, but fact is we’re
going to have to have it out with them once and for all.”

Alexi grunted and was about to speak when a
hand landed on her shoulder, and she turned ready to take the owner
to task.

“Ms. Russo,” Judge Lachey said, giving her a
smile and Alexi barely throttled a growl.

“Judge.”

“May I have a word with you?” he asked.

“Can’t we do this another time?” Alexi asked
crisply.

“I can’t,” he said. “I’ll be in court all
day tomorrow.”

Alexi sighed. “Ace.”

“Right,” Ace said.

Alexi was loath to leave Tia, but she did
have Galli with her, and Ace would be looking out for her, so she
followed the judge as he walked out of the ballroom.

“What is it?” Alexi asked after they were in
the corridor.

The judge glanced around, and Alexi
patiently waited for him to get on with it.

“I know you said you couldn’t help me, but
Russo, the blackmailer is connected to a group called Nine. They’re
powerfully connected men. Businessmen, politicians, lawyers.”

She gave him a blank look unaware of who the
group was.

“I got this.” He thrust his hand in his
pocket and removed an envelope. “I only ask that you move my family
out of harm’s way. I’m not pissing this case off. I’ve been down
that road before and it was the wrong thing then as much as it is
now.”

She frowned and looked at the note.
Footsteps clinking on the shining floor drew her head up. Tatiana
and Galli were coming toward them.

Alexi shook her head subtly, and Galli
stopped Tia. She opened the envelope and removed the sheet to find
a crest at the top of the stationary.

Continue at your own peril. Your own
daughter will become a plaything for a man who finds her quite
attractive. If you don’t do as you’re asked, she’ll vanish and the
next time you see her will be in a video learning to please her new
master.”

GM

Alexi cursed under her breath. “Who’s
GM?”

“I’m not sure, but I’m guessing it’s the
grand master.”

“Huh?”

“Nine, they call the head of the
organization the Grand Master.”

“I’ll take care of it,” she promised.
“Tonight. Go home, and I’ll send someone to get your family.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I know I can’t hide
from this forever, but my family shouldn’t have to suffer.”

“Right,” Alexi agreed.

“I don’t know anything about Nine, but I’ve
given law enforcement a copy of that, and I’ve asked a cop who’s
testified in my court to make some discreet inquiries. I won’t let
these people bully me into allowing another plague to
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