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Prologue

 


The meeting place was as quiet as it
had been only a few weeks ago when she’d met Morales, a minion of
the Gamma Cartel, here. However, Alexandra Russo was here meeting a
man from a different cartel, Breakers.

She hadn’t expected to be dealing with
them since she’d taken out the underboss running the territory for
Justin Felix and his partner, Calissa.

Her first instinct had been to ignore
the lackey, but she’d come as much for the sake of professionalism
as to feel Felix out. With her was Slate Davis and Zoe Salinas, two
of her security team. Slate was always with her lately.

The man across from her was the richly
tanned Antonio Cooley, whose short black hair gleamed in the room’s
soft white light. His clean-shaven face was handsome, and his brown
eyes held a light of superiority.

He was almost six feet, just a half
hair taller than her and had a runner build. This evening he wore
faded blue jeans with a white shirt open at the throat. His hand
lay on the table with a scar on the back.

He’d aged since she’d first met him
years ago, but he still had that air of confidence that he wore
like a cheap cologne that didn’t suit. He was an accountant, as she
recalled, turned club owner and dealer for Breakers.

“Why don’t you have at
least one drink with me,” Cooley said, and it was more an order
than a request as he reached for the bottle in the middle of the
table and twisted off the cap.

He poured bourbon into the glass, just
a finger, and pushed it across the table to her.

“What do you want?” Alexi
asked coolly, not taking her gaze from the man.

Cooley was a decent businessman with a
younger brother named Austen Cooley who co-owned Maroon, Cooley’s
club, with him.

“I always said a woman
should never drink anything harder than wine,” Cooley commented as
he raised his own shot glass to his lips and took a drink. He
sighed, the lines of his face pulled into a mask of pleasure.
“That’s good bourbon.”

Alexi stood and a hand shot out to
grab her arm even as her companion rose, too. His brown eyes
hardened on her face, and she lifted a brow at him as guns cocked
around them.

“Get your hands off me,”
Alexi commanded coldly.

“Only your bitch gets the
privilege?” he asked in a mocking tone, and his gaze slid over her
in a suggestive manner.

“Friends and my bitch and
you aren’t either, so get your fucking hands off.” She didn’t shake
him free, but he released her slowly.

“You’ve never been touched
just right,” he murmured, and Alexi restrained the urge to punch
him in the eye. “Let’s have that drink and talk business.” Cooley
motioned to her chair and her glass.

Alexi put a hand on the table. “Just
cut to the chase.” She had promised Tatiana she’d be home in time
for dinner, and she was skating perilously close to missing that
deadline.

“There is no excuse for
rudeness,” he retorted. “But I guess that’s to be expected from a
woman who’s no lady.”

Alexi shook her head and turned,
heading for the door. The man had gained some power since their
last meeting and it was apparently going to his head if he thought
he could play games with her as if she was some fresh-out-of-school
girl.

“Felix isn’t pleased with
the destruction you’ve wrought on his business here,” Cooley told
her. “He has more than a little work to do to repair the
damage.”

Alexi faced him again, lifting a brow.
“Tell him to call the police and lodge a complaint,” Alexi
retorted, and he sneered at her.

“Your lack of respect has
become even more offensive since the last time we met,” he drawled.
“The fact you’ve opened a few more clubs has gone to your
head.”

“Is that professional
jealousy?” Alexi asked as she went back to the table. “Keep
plugging away, and you’ll have more than one club one
day.”

“Charles was right about
you. You’re a woman who needs to be put in her place.”

Alexi laughed, humor moving through
her. “Oh, yeah?”

“The original agreements
to curtail our sales in certain areas has been revoked. We’ll sell
wherever we please, including in your clubs.”

“You think you can cross
that line?” Alexi asked silkily.

Her only request of Breakers was that
they not sell near schools or parks where kids played. They also
couldn’t deal in her clubs. She had no desire to interfere with
Felix’s business, but she didn’t want that shit near her clubs or
kids’ playgrounds.

“You can accept the
changes that are coming, or they’ll be rammed down your throat,” he
told her. “And we’ll be collecting seventy percent of your revenue
as suggested by Charles as compensation for our losses.”

“Cost of doing business,”
she drawled.

“I will not be taking no
for an answer even if that means walking into your club and taking
what I want.”

“And Felix is okaying
this?” Alexi asked, the hint of excitement in his eyes turning to
determination. She’d expected Felix to pull some shit, but nothing
as stupid as this.

“I’m here under his
orders, but make no mistake, there will be no more Mr. Nice Guy
shit.”

“Enjoy your evening.”
Alexi turned and headed for the door.

“Felix is more than
willing to do what has to be done where you’re
concerned.”

“He knows the way to the
city,” Alexi told him and kept on walking.

“You’ll regret walking out
on me,” he snapped.

Alexi rolled her eyes, but her hand
went to her weapon, holstered in a shoulder holder under her suit
jacket. She jerked it free with the sound of Cooley getting to his
feet and whipped around.

Alexi fired, seconds after Cooley went
for his own gun and the bullet burned across his hand as his
nearest man landed on the floor.

“If you want to play it
that way, let the games begin,” Cooley snapped.

Alexi growled, a jaguar shifter, the
animal half of her was in no mood for bullshit. Alexi raked her
gaze over him, contempt unfurling in the jaguar’s belly. It was
clear he had some ambitions of his own that could include crossing
Felix after he was firmly in place as underboss here.

“Don’t start something you
can’t finish, especially without Felix,” she told him icily. All
bets were off. She had no intentions of playing footsie with the
enemy.

****

“Justin, don’t be
ridiculous.”

Justin Felix held his partner’s gaze
for a long moment before breaking contact to look beyond her to the
wall where a painting hung. One of the few pieces of art he’d
actually had stolen because he’d been taken by the
beauty.

Degas.

He enjoyed the ballet and the picture
of the dancers always soothed him.

“You know we have to do
this,” he replied. He’d turned things over in his mind, including
the meeting he’d had with Cooley.

They had to make a move against Alexi
for what she’d cost them. Her execution of Charles and his brother
was something that couldn’t be proved. However, his last
conversations with Charles left him in no doubt of Alexi’s
guilt.

Thanks to Alexi they’d not only lost
the head of their operation there, they’d lost most of the men and
product as well. Each stash house had been raided within hours of
Charles’s death and the product seized.

Not only that, his cops there were
dead. The last two he could trust had been arrested a few days ago
leaving him with only a federal agent in the area in his
pocket.

“We’ll have to start from
scratch there,” he said, anger creeping into his tone. “Not only
that, I need to go down there and make sure those loose ends get
tied up before they can talk.”

“Cooley can handle that,”
Calissa muttered.

“Not if what my contacts
say is true,” Felix replied. “The Wrench is snooping around, so
he’ll need help dealing in case of a two-fronted
attack.”

“This wasn’t about us.”
She slammed her fist down on the table. “I warned you his feud with
her would cause us problems, but you refused to cut ties with him
or pull him as our man. Cooley would have diffused the situation
rather than escalating it.”

“Charles gave us many FBI
and local law connections we needed.”

“And look at us now,” she
growled. Her blue eyes were frigid on him. “You’ll be making a
mistake to continue Charles’s vendetta.”

“I’ll be making a mistake
if I don’t go. If I let her get away with killing Charles, she’ll
think she can attack us with impunity.”

“Listen, Justin. I want
that city as much as The Wrench, but I don’t think the time is
right. I say we cut our losses and move on.”

He held her gaze, saw the steel in her
eyes. Felix knew once Cal had made up her mind she wouldn’t back
down. He’d be in this one alone.

“Krovopuskov made it clear
that trouble was brewing there, and the feds were already
involved,” she reminded him. “He even cut down on the product he’d
take from us after what happened there with Charles. We could lose
them as buyers for their American interests.”

“Aleksandr was just
expressing concern, which is to be expected, but I can’t allow
Alexi to get away with what she’s done. If I do, we’ll be
considered weak.”

Calissa sighed, her blue eyes
resigned. “Fine. Do what you must.”

“I’ll leave in the
morning,” he told her. “I won’t hold your detachment on this issue
against you.”

“Fuck you, Justin,” she
retorted. “I don’t give a shit if you do. I like walking around,
and I love my freedom. I intend to keep it.” She got to her feet.
“Just don’t go after her woman. That’s what got Charles taken
out.”

“I don’t intend to make a
move on the girl since Alexi doesn’t care about her,” he said. Both
Charles and his wife were certain that Alexi was just using Tatiana
Rayne.

He thought it was an ingenious plan
now that Alexi had already begun dismantling their interests in the
area. He wasn’t sure how much of a force she had, but whatever she
had was big enough to get the job done.

“Alexi knows you’re a
threat,” she said grimly. “She’s not stupid.”

“Then maybe she’ll just
adhere to my request, which is she pay us for our
losses.”

“We knew the risk Rayne
was, she knows she owes us nothing but a bullet in the ass if we
fuck with her about it.”

“His widow could be an
asset, and she deserves more than our back, Cal,” he protested.
Gwen had already contacted him about avenging her husband’s death.
He’d given his word that he’d do something.

“We all know the price of
the game,” Calissa muttered. “So, get your affairs in order, and
I’ll have what’s left of you cremated.”




Chapter One

 


Tatiana Rayne exited her shop with the
manager on her heels. The man was attractive and dark-skinned and
seemed to think he had a license to flirt with her. He couldn’t
seem to get it through his head that she wasn’t
interested.

She caught a flicker of movement out
of the corner of her eye, but remembered before screaming, it was
the animal guardian she’d created with her friend Veda’s help. She
was a witch from an old magical line and wanted multi-layers of
protection after being kidnapped by her grandfather a few weeks
ago.

“Why don’t we go grab a
drink and maybe some dinner?” Taye Morgan suggested as he fell into
step next to her.

“I can’t.” Tatiana’s hand
went to the necklace encircling her throat. The charms inside were
simple, but indicative of her commitment to Alexi, her
lover.

She knew her lover had a meeting, but
Tatiana didn’t expect Alexi to be done. She hoped she wasn’t,
considering she was running late.

“Just one drink?” He took
her arm and the animal guard, a rottweiler—the animal had appeared
to her when she’d been meditating on the right animal spirit to be
her guard—growled.

He cast a brief glance
around.

“No. I have a date,”
Tatiana told him. “And please stop asking me out, Morgan. My
girlfriend can be a bit territorial.”

“Your girlfriend?” He
laughed. “Come on now. You’re too cute to play the
gay card.”

“I’m not
playing the gay card,”
she muttered.

“Is that necklace you’re
always wearing a gift from the woman who wants to be the one?” he
asked, humor in his tone.

Tatiana stopped and the stillness
around them had her casting a glance around the parking lot. Her
bodyguards should be with her car as they always were, but she
didn’t see them there, which put her immediately on
guard.

“You know, I should get
going,” Tatiana said. “She’s waiting for me.”

“She’ll wait because—” The
dog’s growl was a low menacing sound, and Morgan’s words
faded.

Tatiana darted another glance around
the parking lot, her muscles tensing as the hairs on the nape of
her neck stood on end.

Out of the shadowed edge of the lot,
two faceless bodies appeared in all black and the broken glass
crunched as they advanced by the sliver of light from the adjacent
store. Tatiana’s eyes widened as two more black-clad figures were
crossing the lot from the short street toward them.

“Tatiana!” Corri, one of
her guards called. “Move!”

Pop! Pop!

She ducked and started for her car
which was parked at the side of the store and a hard male cry
pierced the air.

“Tatiana, come on,” Morgan
shouted and grabbed her arm. “My car’s closer.” His fingers were
tight as he tugged her toward him.

Shots rang out around them, breaking
out the windows of his car as they reached it. Breathing hard, she
rubbed her index and middle fingers together.

Wall of stone, reflect and
protect.

Morgan pulled her down next to him as
an invisible line of energy, visible only to her eyes, rose up in
front of them.

“Who’s that woman?” Morgan
demanded.

“My bodyguard,” she
whispered.

A snarl lit the air and more shots
shattered the silence that had fallen. The grunts of a fight held
her attention until the dog growled in warning. Then, someone
rounded the car.

His blue eyes fixed her, and his
extended hand held a gun, finger on the trigger. Tatiana’s heart
stopped.

“Oh, shit,” Morgan
whispered, and Tatiana let the shield drop and sent power arcing
toward the attacker.

It slammed into him with a force that
sent him hurtling backward, lifting him several feet in the air. He
dropped with a thud and grunt but didn’t get up.

“Son of a bitch,” Morgan
whispered from next to her.

****

Alexi picked her phone up from her
desk when it vibrated. Tia was obviously running late, but that was
okay. She understood that sometimes business caused a hiccough with
a date.

We need to meet.

Alexi reread the message, but she
wasn’t surprised Felix was requesting a meeting since Cooley had
failed. She had expected it after hearing Charles Rayne had blamed
his failures on her. Rayne had worked for Felix, had been his
underboss here.

She’d done a small amount of damage to
his business before taking out Charles and Charles’s brother. The
backlash was still being felt through the police department and
political circles as their crimes and those connected with them
were revealed.

She’d hated to expose some of those
connected with Rayne but had thought it best to do a pre-emptive
strike ahead of the fight she suspected would come.

Rayne had gone after her with only
part of what he’d had while she’d leaned into the fight intent on
snuffing out the threat he was becoming. She wanted Felix, Cooley,
and everyone else out there who might attempt to use her mate
against her, to know she wasn’t an easy mark as they obviously
imagined she was.

She was kicking ass and taking
names.

When?

She typed in the word preparing
herself mentally for the confrontation and the prospects that might
be attached to it.

Tomorrow afternoon at the
Lincoln Country Club. 1:00.

Let me get back to
you.

She would clear her schedule for this
if necessary.

Alexi opened her desk drawer and
removed the Traveler’s notebook she was using these days to keep
track of things. Most of the items were written in a mashup
language of Russian and Spanish since she was fluent in
both.

Tomorrow was a meeting with the
contractor for Frolic. The club had been burned down on Charles’s
orders, so she’d bought a parcel of land with some buildings
already on it. They were all being renovated to bring her new
vision of the club into being.

She also had a meeting with a buyer
for the land the old club had stood on. Alexi had wanted to cut
ties with the old and rise anew like a phoenix with new
vibrations.

As she put away her notebook, a rap on
her door was followed by it bursting open to admit Zoe, her
right-hand and manager in command here.

“Tatiana was attacked,”
Zoe growled.

Alexi was a jaguar shifter and the
animal was closer to the surface than normal these days now that
she was mated. Tatiana held her heart and would be the reason she
didn’t go feral.

She had assured Tia attacks weren’t
the norm, but someone wanted to make her a liar. Well, that person
had just signed their death warrant.

“Galli’s on her way here
now, with Tatiana. Corri’s been hit.”

Corrigan and Gallow were two women
she’d known for years and trusted both with Tatiana’s safety. Corri
was normally with Tia at all times, and Galli was on standby in
case Corri thought she needed backup.

“Call Mellie and tell her
to get up to Corri’s now,” Alexi ordered tightly. Corri had been
shot only two weeks ago and was just getting back into the
groove.

As cat shifters, they healed quicker
than humans, but Alexi was concerned that Corri’s cat might be
going through some kind of change. Some of them evolved into a more
prehistoric version of the breed and became more dangerous.
Depending on the cat’s place of origin in the old world, the
shifter developed a different set of survival skills or became
faster.

As they evolved, the healing abilities
slowed, or they became a little feral. She might have to take Corri
off active duty and put her back in club security until she was
certain of what was going on with her.

“Already done,” she said.
“I don’t know if Tatiana was hurt or not. I’m assuming not since
Galli didn’t say she was.”

“Just let me know when
they arrive,” Alexi said reaching for her cell phone which lay on
the desk now. She hit a button.

She’d recalled her three teams back
from assignments in the Middle East since it was looking like she
might end up in an extended battle with Breakers.

Alexi didn’t want to pull the security
from her clubs for more than a day or two. That would leave her
open to attack or even infiltration.

She had planned to give them a month
down time before putting them to work on active duty here working
her everyday security teams and at the new Frolic location. She had
considerably fewer people than Ace and Devin, her friends and
owners of Mojo. However, she had enough to deal with anything Felix
would throw at her.

But she needed someone today for Tia’s
security so she wouldn’t have to pull from her clubs’
teams.

“Hello?”

“Ace of Spades,” she said
coolly. She and Ace Baker were old friends, and Ace was co-owner of
Mojo, a covert security firm.

“What’s up with you,
Russian Roulette?” she replied in a friendly tone that drew a smile
to Alexi’s lips.

Once upon a time, she’d been
considered a wildcard, a little unpredictable, and certain to kill
her prey even though it appeared she was at a disadvantage. That
had earned her the nickname Russian Roulette.

“I need two bodies ASAP
for an indeterminable amount of time. My people are coming back in
a few days, but I’ll want Tia covered while they
recover.”

“I’ve got a new agent, who
owes me. She used to work for Five by Five, and she needs work. Her
name’s Saxona Silver. She was a Marine. She’s got experience in
covert wet work, infiltration, and babysitting The Hatter’s
wife.”

The Hatter had been the last leader of
Five by Five.

“She’ll do.” Alexi liked
the idea that the operative had served their country. She’d have
some honor and integrity.

“I’ll send her over with
an agent named Reese. Reese’s credentials include computers and
covert wet work.”

“Excellent.”

“She’s also looking for a
change of pace which includes the kind of work you can provide, so
if you want to make her an offer, feel free.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,”
Alexi said. “Anything new on Cooley?”

“Not too much,” Ace told
her. “Just what I’ve already told you about him working on the sly
to get his second club built and being worthy as the new underboss
here.”

Yeah. Sounded like he was planning to
double-cross Breakers when the time was right. That would be years
down the line after he gained in strength and power.

“He’s got a mess to clean
up,” Alexi murmured. “Felix is coming back, and he wants a pound of
flesh.”

“I’m at your back, you
know that,” Ace told her quietly. “Whatever you need.”

“I appreciate it,” Alexi
murmured. “Tell the ladies to use the protocols I gave you for
getting in.”

“Gotcha. Anything
else?”

“Not yet. I’ll let you
know.” She ended the call and some noise outside her office had her
getting to her feet. At the same time, Alexi grabbed a knife from
her desk drawer and rounded her desk.

She dragged a breath into her lungs to
ascertain the identity of the intruder, but before she could put
the blade away, the door opened, and Tatiana slipped in. Her face
was smudged with dirt and her clothes bloodied, but she looked
otherwise fine.

Alexi put the weapon on her desk, and
Tatiana’s gaze snared it for a moment before those chocolate brown
eyes came back to her. She and Tia were still learning each other
and it was hard to know how her mate would react.

“There was trouble at your
meeting?” Tatiana asked as Alexi went to her.

“Not really,” she said.
“Were you hurt? What happened?”

“No. I’m fine. I—Corri was
shot though. There were six men. One got away, but I heard some of
what he said to Corri.”

“Corri spoke to
him?”

“She had him pinned to the
ground with a claw to his throat, and he told her you wouldn’t see
the forest for the trees. You’d be too busy flailing around trying
to deal with the other threats.”

There was a sleeper in plain
sight.

That didn’t surprise her. Alexi knew
the feds and possibly Felix had someone in her club, but she hadn’t
figured out who it was yet.

“I’m glad you’re okay,”
Alexi said, pulling Tatiana into her arms. The cat needed to feel
her, to know she was unharmed. “When Zoe told me you’d been
attacked, I—damn it.” She eased Tatiana back from her to look down
into her face.

Fear at what had almost happened
snaked through her, but Alexi controlled it.

“It’s okay,” Tatiana said
in a soothing tone. “I’m fine.”

There was a softness in her brown eyes
that tugged at Alexi’s heart. “I assured you this wasn’t my life
and—”

“Someone’s making a liar
out of you?” she asked with humor in her eyes. “Forget about it.
I’ve already resigned myself to dealing with whatever your life
brings.”

Alexi frowned. She wasn’t sure how to
take that, given Tatiana seemed incapable of understanding her life
not so long ago.

“Are you going to check on
Corri?”

“In a minute,” Alexi
responded. “Mellie needs to work on her.” Melanie was one of the
two doctors she had on staff. Her specialty was shifters, though
she did have a medical degree.

“I’m sorry about dinner,”
Tatiana said giving her a sheepish smile.

They’d had this argument two weeks ago
when Alexi had been twenty minutes late for their date. Tatiana had
been pissed that Alexi hadn’t even called.

“I just got hung
up.”

Alexi grunted. “Shit happens and then
you deal with it,” she teased. “Now, let’s get you settled
upstairs. I’m assigning Galli to you along with someone new until
Corri’s recovered.”

“Who?”

“You’ll meet her later,”
Alexi said. “I’ll order us something to eat and you can have a
bath.”

“You have no idea how much
I need that,” she said, a dreamy look in her eyes. “Today was
pretty trying on my nerves.”

Alexi kissed her. “Well, you can tell
me all about it over dinner.” She took Tatiana’s hand and led her
from the office, her mind already on the hunt for the person behind
the attack.

 



Chapter Two

 


Things hadn’t gone exactly the way
he’d planned, but Cooley was satisfied with the initial meeting. It
was clear Alexi was going to put up more resistance than she was
capable of sustaining, but he was ready to take her
down.

Charles had been a friend of his and
his death rankled with Cooley in the worst way. However, he didn’t
flatter himself. Taking control of this city had nothing to do with
payback on Charles or his widow’s behalf.

Charles had been his mentor, but he
was ready to act for his own good and his next two moves against
Alexi were already planned and ready to put into action. The two
sleepers he had managed to get into Alexi’s club had made Charles
happy, and both were still at his disposal.

He reached for the bottle of scotch on
the sideboard in his spacious home office. Cooley poured himself a
drink and took a sip. The liquid burned its way down his throat in
a pleasurable reminder of the good things money could
buy.

He’d grown up with nothing, been
holes-in-his-shoes poor, and he’d pulled himself out of that with
sheer grit of wanting better. Charles had helped him elevate his
position in society and financially by drawing him into
Breakers.

He enjoyed the money and the places it
opened doors for him. He was no longer shit from the
projects.

The rap on his door was followed by it
opening before Cooley could reply, and he stiffened, prepared to
verbally flay his head of security, Jonas.

“Hey,” his brother,
Austen, said as he closed the door behind them. “How did it
go?”

“As expected,” Cooley said
and took another sip of his drink. “Alexi won’t see reason, and
she’ll live to regret it.”

“Not long I hope,” Austen
said as he came to join him at the sideboard. “We can’t take over
this city as long as she’s madam here. She holds the strings of
several judges and law enforcement officers that could get us
fucked.”

He’d needed to test her out firsthand
to determine if she was as hard as he’d heard she was from Charles
and others.

She’d moved well for her age, but he
was certain he could take her out when the time came.

Cooley met his brother’s gaze, seeing
a hardness in the black stare. The suffering of their childhood had
made them both hard and willing to kill to keep or get more of what
they wanted. Neither of them wanted to go back to where they’d come
from.

Their father had died in jail when
Austen was ten, and Cooley had been doing little runs for the
neighborhood drug dealers to help his mother keep food on the
table. He’d killed at twelve when he’d found one of his mother’s
boyfriends trying to rape Austen.

The past hadn’t made them close, but
it had made them stick together.

“What is it?” Cooley asked
curiously.

“Problems with the
shipment, but I’ll have to re-route it.”

Cooley took another sip of the
alcohol. “What do you need from me?”

Austen sighed. “Nothing. I
can do it. We’ll just have to be a little savvier in getting
the beans and
meth to the club.”

Things had to be done carefully so as
not to alert Felix as they slowly amassed their own fortune the
same way Charles had. They had a nice little club and were
expanding. Felix had been talking about taking a piece of the first
one.

He probably would demand his cut now,
and they weren’t inclined to share, which was why they were putting
the second club together quietly.

“Felix might come down
with an agenda of his own, but we’ll have to work around him,”
Cooley said.

“Charles made it work, so
can we,” Austen replied. “Before Felix knows it, we’ll own the club
scene here and be the major supplier. We’ll just have to make sure
Alexi gets the blame for everything we do.”

“Felix never wanted us to
go after Alexi in the first place.” He knew Austen was right. The
guns they’d bought for the sale would give them some bankroll to
work with in opening their second club and buying some product once
they were open.

“He’s afraid of her,”
Austen growled. “Pansy-ass.”

Cooley was about to speak when his
phone vibrated in its holster against his hip. He set his glass
down and removed the sleek Apple device and glanced at the display.
With a grimace, Cooley connected.

“Hello, Felix,” he said
evenly.

“Cooley, I’m coming down,”
Felix replied. “I want you to begin gathering some information
tonight on Alexi and her possible connections to Mojo. According to
rumor, she might have hired them to hit Charles.”

“I’m aware, but this could
well have been The Wrench, and we’re pursuing that line as well.”
He wanted to cover all his bases so he could pit Alexi against
Felix, leaving her vulnerable to his attack to take control of one
of her clubs.

He didn’t need them all, just Frolic
and the money it brought every month as well as the names of the
law enforcement agents that played there. He’d take Blindspot, too
since that was where the wealthier pillars of the community played.
The judges could give him an advantage against Felix.

“Alexi has skill on her
own as she’s proven time and again. Going after Charles because he
was fucking with her even though I told him not to, makes it more
likely it was her.”

There was a hint of anger in Felix’s
voice, and Cooley knew he was upset about the financial losses more
so than the loss of men and women.

“So, we’re going after
Alexi?” he asked. This would be good and whatever Felix had in
store for Alexi could be worked into his own plans.

“Yes. I’ll be down to help
rebuild our stakes there before the minor players assume they can
start moving in. How are things with The Wrench?”

“Stable. Do you want me to
facilitate something?”

“No,” Felix murmured.
“Let’s just see how they go. Assemble the moles, I want to have a
talk with them when I arrive and give them new orders.”

****

Two hours later, Tatiana took a sip of
her wine as Alexi joined her in the sitting room of the apartment
above the club. She’d had her bath and wore a pair of short pajama
pants with a matching camisole while her curls were mercifully free
in a wild tangle.

Alexi looked a little tense as she sat
down next to her, her short black hair cut shorter, the strands all
one length. There was a glass of tea in hand. The fruit made the
drink look more inviting, but her wine had hit the spot.

“You’re tense,” Tatiana
commented as Alexi picked up a sandwich from the plate loaded with
fries.

“I’m pensive.” She took a
bite of sandwich. “I want to give you a safe life, Tia.”

“It’s too late to send me
home,” she said. “I mean, my parents will take me in, but my father
is a little pissed that his mother is going to trial over my
kidnapping and Andrea’s murder.”

Her grandfather, his brother, and
apparently her grandmother had plotted to kill Tatiana. Instead,
the shooter had missed her and killed Tatiana’s boss, Andrea.
They’d even plotted to set Tatiana up for the murder once they
failed to kill her.

Alexi had been instrumental in getting
the investigation going.

“I don’t want to send you
home,” Alexi told her evenly as she leveled a blue stare at her. “I
just want you to understand I have a few residual problems to clean
up.”

“That guy whose friend you
killed before the mess with my family?”

“No, this is your
grandfather’s boss, and I’m not sure what he wants which is part of
the problem,” Alexi explained.

“The attack on me was a
warning,” Tatiana said quietly.

“If that was Cooley, then,
yes. I expect him to crank up his attacks in some manner, but I
don’t know exactly what he’ll do.”

She nodded, the anger in Alexi’s gaze
washing over her, tightening her throat. The animal’s green stare
was almost disconcerting.

“Who is Cooley?” Tatiana
frowned.

“He was one of your
father’s minions,” Alexi told her. “He probably wants to make a
name for himself now that Charles and Banks aren’t
around.”

“What about their boss?”
She was more curious than she wanted to be. On the other hand,
Tatiana knew the more she knew about those who might attack her the
better prepared she could be.

“He messaged me for a meet
tomorrow. I’ll know more after that.”

“What did you do that’s
got him worked up?” Tatiana asked. “What kind of
losses?”

“Tia—”

“Talk to me,” she said
firmly. “I’m not the same woman I was when we met. Too much has
happened to keep me in the dark.”

Alexi pushed out a rough breath. “I
trashed his drugs, killed some of his people, got others arrested.
His business interests here are ruined. He’s got to start from
scratch.”

Tatiana took a sip of wine, nodding.
Three weeks ago, she might have asked if Alexi had actually killed
someone or if she’d ordered their deaths. She might even have asked
if it had been necessary for Alexi to do any of what she’d
done.

Now, it didn’t matter if she had. All
that did matter was the consequences of her actions.

“I’ll be careful,” Tatiana
told her. “I know you’ll keep me as safe as you can. The rest is up
to me and the divine.” She believed that even more now than she had
the night her grandfather had kidnapped her.

He had been so angry and vengeful.
He’d been bent on killing Tatiana to get back at Alexi, to make
Alexi pay for being the trigger that had in his mind taken Trevor,
Tatiana’s brother, from the family.

Not that it had been a great loss.
Besides, her mother had worked magic, too—which had been more
powerful? Her mother’s magic or the fact Trevor had pissed Alexi
off?

She wasn’t going to ask, but Tatiana
had a feeling Alexi knew who’d killed Trevor.

Alexi gave her a faint smile. “You
mean everything to me, Tia.”

“I love you, too, Alexi,”
she said and leaned toward her, giving Alexi a kiss on the
cheek.

“How are things going at
work? Are the new employees working out?”

“You want to bring in
someone?” Tatiana had expected that.

“I do,” Alexi said.
“You’re the boss. There’s no reason you can’t make that
happen.”

“I’ll hire my new
bodyguard,” she said with a laugh.

“I had someone else in
mind.”

Tatiana gave her a skeptical look. “A
real employee?”

Alexi winked. “You trust me,
remember.”

“That’s a two-way street,
lover,” she replied. “I need some facts.”

“A friend is looking for a
job. Just something to help him get back on his feet.”

“A guy?” she exclaimed.
“Sure. Why not. What’s he do? I could use a sales associate or an
accountant. I could even use a security guard.”

“I think security will be
more up his alley than sales associate. Though, he’s not bad with
numbers.”

“You’re keeping secrets,”
Tatiana said and set her glass on the table. “But I’ll hire your
friend as long as he’s not a horn dog.”

Alexi laughed. “He’ll be all business,
and he is just a guy looking for a job.”

Yeah, right, and her grandfather
wasn’t really dead.

“Okay. Have him come in
around nine tomorrow ready to work.” Tatiana watched Alexi start on
the fries. God, where was she putting it all?

“Thanks.” Alexi ran her
hand along Tatiana’s leg and squeezed her thigh, and Tatiana’s body
heated, her nipples hardening.

Tatiana’s phone rang as she put her
hand on Alexi’s, and she groaned. “Someone has bad timing,” Tatiana
muttered and grabbed it from the end table and glanced at the
display.

“Hello, Mother. How are
you?”

“Tatiana,” Melissa said
softly. “I haven’t seen you in a few weeks, so I thought I’d call
to check up on you.”

“I’ve been busy with the
store.”

“Are you sure you aren’t
avoiding me, considering what’s going on?” Melissa
asked.

“I don’t know what you
mean.” She frowned.

“Alexi hasn’t told
you?”

“Told me what?” Tatiana
asked, her stomach knotting as she threw Alexi a look.

“Your father asked me to
stand by your grandmother with him,” she said. “I
agreed.”

Tatiana was glad she was sitting down,
or she’d have fallen. “Are you kidding? You know she was partially
responsible for what happened to me.”

“This is family business,”
Melissa said. “It’s bad enough Charles’s name is being dragged
through the mud. It will hurt some of the work your grandmother and
I are involved in and if she gets convicted that will hurt the
foundation.”

Her mother and grandmother worked with
a foundation involved in helping women and girls in rising above
poverty as well as becoming successful and empowered members of the
community.

Tatiana looked at her phone as if it
had spoken the words not her mother. “Mother, are you saying money
is more important than me? What about April?”

“She understands the
situation,” Melissa said. “And I want you to—”

“No,” Tatiana snapped. “Do
what the hell ever you want. They kidnapped me and it wasn’t for my
own good.”

“Tatiana, there is no
reason to drag the family name through the mud now. Our lives are
going to be torn apart over this investigation, and accounts could
be frozen, assets seized as it is.”

She laughed. “Oh, my Isis,” she
muttered. “You’re insane Mother, and so is Grandmother. She can go
straight to hades for all I care.”

“Fine, just don’t make
this difficult,” Melissa said patiently. “I’m going to be working
with Anthony to keep the cleaners from going under. Don’t ruin
that.”

“What did Dad do to you?”
Tatiana demanded. This wasn’t like her mother.

The night she’d been kidnapped,
Tatiana had been told that her father was in charge of killing her
mother. Her mother was fine, so that had been a lie, or something
had happened that staved it off.

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” Melissa said, quietly.

“Dad was supposed to
poison you,” Tatiana replied, her stomach tight. “The man who was
going to kill me for Grandfather told me that.”

The long silence confirmed that
something had happened.

“Mom? What did he do?
Threaten me? April?”

“Why would you believe
Alexi’s lie? Was she there that night?”

“Goodbye, Mother.” She
ended the call and set her phone down, but that something odd in
her mother’s voice gave her pause. “I can’t believe her. She wants
me to pretend this all never happened.”

“They’re to put the
kidnapping on me,” Alexi told her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Tatiana burst out. “I can’t—what did he do to her? I know you
know.”

“Your mother was fine that
night, and I haven’t heard anything to the contrary.”

“My grandmother did
something to scare her,” Tatiana insisted. “I know she did, even if
it was nothing more than threaten to turn her into a pauper. She
doesn’t want to be poor.”

“It’s hard, but it’s not a
crime,” Alexi commented. “It’s a condition that can be risen
above.”

“Help her,” Tatiana
commanded.

“I don’t know that she
needs help.”

“I’m going to talk to her
and find out if money is what they’re using to make her
lie.”

“And then what? You want
me to give her a few million?” Alexi demanded. “That’s not the
answer to this.”

“Then, what is? You’re
going to kill them all, too?” Tatiana screamed, fear and anger
mingling in her with the force of a tornado.

“I don’t have any plans to
at this point, but I’ll eliminate them if it becomes
necessary.”

“Like you did Trevor?”
Tatiana clamped her hand over her mouth and widened her eyes in
horror that she’d said that. The strange thing was Alexi wasn’t
denying it.

“I can see you’re angry,
and I’m tired,” Alexi said. “I need to rest.” She rose and picked
up the half-empty plate and glass of tea. She drained the liquid in
a single gulp.

Tatiana went cold all over, her body
feeling like jelly. “Did you have him killed?”

Alexi met her gaze, and the animal
flashed in her eyes. “No, Tia,” she murmured. “I killed him
myself.”


Chapter Three

 


Tatiana stared at her, jaw slack, her
breath whooshed out of her as shock washed over her.

“I’m not just saying that
to hurt you,” Alexi said into the quiet.

“What?” Tatiana whispered.
“Alexi—”

“I don’t like when men
hurt my girls,” Alexi explained calmly, as if she was talking about
what she’d have for dinner. “He raped and brutalized that girl.
Yeah, she was a federal agent who might even have had something on
your family.”

“I—you—”

“I have killed for the
same reason, and maybe things would have been different had I known
she was an agent,” Alexi broke in. “He was staring out of a window
talking shit to me.” She smiled a small smile. “I asked him to pay
for her funeral, give her family a little money. He
refused.”

“But you killed him mostly
because he was talking shit to you.”

“I killed him because he
should have just killed her and had done with it rather than raping
her and beating her to death,” Alexi snapped. “That was
unnecessary. It was savage.”

“I see.”

“But there will never be
any proof I killed him, and you’re the only person I’ll ever
tell.”

Tatiana’s heart started beating again.
“I can’t—he was right,” she said, hands shaking.

“Your brother and
grandfather underestimated me because I’m a woman who appears to be
nothing like the monster I am,” Alexi replied tonelessly. “No doubt
they won’t be the last men to make that mistake.”

Tatiana closed her eyes, her chest
tight as heat rushed over her, making her underarms
moisten.

“I didn’t take much
pleasure in killing him, but I’ve never been known for being nice
when pushed too far. I am an animal, Tia. I’ll never deny
that.”

“That’s your excuse for
lying to me?” she demanded. “I asked you point blank!”

“I make no excuses for
putting that dog down, and I’m going to bed. I have a long day
tomorrow, and I’m not going to get into a shouting match with you
over my lack of ethics.”

“Alexi—” she shouted,
anger tearing through her. The power swelling in her belly rose and
arced toward Alexi, but merely fizzled as if refusing to harm
her.

“Forget about hiring my
friend. I’ll make other arrangements.”

****

Alexi took their dishes to the kitchen
and loaded them in the dishwasher before heading to bed. Tatiana
slumped on the couch, shell-shocked. Alexi had no intentions of
attempting to stop her from leaving or even apologize.

She’d killed Trevor without a shred of
remorse just as she’d killed Charles. Alexi had taken pleasure in
both kills, but she’d never tell her mate that because that would
hurt her. As it stood, Tatiana knew what the men had been and might
even forgive her for killing her brother.

She was an animal, but she had always
known it. She didn’t
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