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Chapter One

I sat on the back terrace of the Blue Café, a little place in a little town on the edge of a bigger town that could have been a hundred places across the western United States and nowhere at all, watching humans going about their lives oblivious to the dangers lurking in the evening around them.

Dangers like me, or like I could be if I wasn’t stuck sipping a weak iced coffee and waiting for a man with a problem apparently only a fixer like myself could solve. I watched people move past and wondered idly what they’d do if they knew a tiger lurked just above them. The bored, capricious beast in me was tempted to shift and find out.

“Client is entering now, wearing a red shirt,” said Cora’s voice in my earpiece. “Wish you’d given us more of a chance to vet him.”

“I heard your objections the first ten times. We’ll figure out the details later,” I murmured as I turned my gaze from the people passing the back terrace toward the entrance from the café.

“You mean we’ll figure out details later and you’ll do all the fun stuff.”

I smiled but ignored Cora’s response. She and her twin, Alma, had been very picky about the cases and clients we took lately, and I’d finally put my foot down and just grabbed a file from their stack of potentials whose finances had checked out. We were fixers, when people had a problem that human laws and means couldn’t solve, my team and I stepped in and fixed things. Usually with murder.

I never said we were the good guys.

The man in the brick red button-down shirt making his way toward me with all the nervousness of a TV prom date didn’t at a glance appear the kind of man who needed a hired gun, but I’d learned in the last few decades of bounty hunting with a side of vigilantism that it took all types and anyone could get themselves into trouble. He had a thin, earnest face with small pale eyes and an expression that had frozen somewhere between surprise and shiftiness. His clothes fit in a way that suggested he was unarmed, even if he hadn’t been moving with all the self-awareness of a brick. The details in his file listed him as a CFO for a tech company I’d never heard of, in his early forties, and married with no children. His name was Richard, no nickname listed.

“Are you, uh, I mean,” Richard stuck out a hand toward me, then withdrew it.

He smoothed down his trouser pockets, making it even more obvious he’d come to this meeting without so much as a folding knife. Not that I’d expected someone armed. He’d clearly never hired anyone like me before, probably had all his knowledge of this sort of thing from television and movies. I imagined that’s why he’d insisted the meeting take place at night.

Nobody wants to hire a killer in broad daylight. At least not their first time.

“Sit down,” I said, nudging the chair opposite me with my boot.

“They said a tall blonde, but you look like a super model, so I wasn’t sure,” Richard tried on a smile and ran a hand through his light brown hair. He was almost cute when he smiled, a little of the Frat boy he might have been once showing through an exterior worn down by decades of disappointment. His watch, much like his shoes, was obvious and expensive, and he fiddled with it as he waited for me to say anything. A thick gold band glinted on his left hand, expensive-looking but traditional.

I’d gotten used to Americans thinking any woman over five foot ten should be a model, so I let it slide without even an eye-roll. I was six foot three and full clad in black leather from my boots to my pants to my jacket, carrying two guns and enough knives to take over a small country. I was used to being stared at, even if most of my weapons weren’t obvious to untrained human eyes.

“You’re being blackmailed,” I prompted.

“In a way. It’s my wife doing it.” Richard’s expression grew more pained as he leaned forward, lowering his voice even though nobody was near us. I’d already paid the waiter to bring me coffee and then make sure we weren’t disturbed. Nobody else would be seated on the back terrace for the next hour.

“Your wife is blackmailing you?” The file hadn’t said. This was one of the details the twins had complained they needed to follow up. But I was anxious since it had been nearly three months since our last interesting job. I wanted action. I was a tiger, an apex predator, and we get a little murdery when we go too long without a hunt.

“I want a divorce,” Richard said, his voice still a stage whisper, “but she’s pregnant and I know she’ll win ridiculous amounts of alimony and child support. The courts just don’t side with the man, you know?”

He was doing his best impression of a beleaguered victim of circumstance as I sat trying to wrap my head around what he was asking.

“You want me to kill your pregnant wife so she doesn’t get alimony and child support?” I finally said. In my ear piece I could hear the muted whispers as Cora and Alma started hissing about how this was why we vet people and that I should just walk away.

“This guy is terrible,” Cora said into my earpiece. “This is why we don’t just take cases. Come on, Kira.”

“It sounds terrible,” Richard said, “but if you knew her, you’d realize this is my only chance to escape. She’s evil. I doubt the baby is even mine. She’ll do anything to make sure I get nothing. She’s going to destroy my life and my lawyers say I can’t do anything about it. Our pre-nup is ironclad.”

“Kira,” Alma said. “Don’t. I know what you are thinking. Walk away. Kira?”

“She’s going to do it again?” Cora asked.

“Pre-nup?” I said as I casually pretended to brush some hair away from my face and turned off my ear piece. The twins could rant at me later, but there was blood in this water now and I was hungry.

“My wife comes from old money, she uses it to control me. She’s ruined my life.” He ran a nervous hand through his hair again. I wondered if the stylist he probably paid three figures a cut to knew he had that habit. “I want to move on, but she’ll never let me go.”

Because he was such a catch, I could see that. About as great a catch as he was at playing victim while paying for a murder.

“So you can marry someone else?” I guessed.

His eye widened as he nodded. “We’re in love. I just want to be free.” He glanced around the empty terrace. “I was told by, well, it doesn’t matter, but I was told you fix things like this. That you can take care of her so that nobody knows.”

Some cousin we’d helped a few years ago had referred Richard to us, I remembered the note in the file. Almost all our clients were referrals. That didn’t mean they were all cases we wanted to take on. I’d have to pick up a box of fancy, overpriced cupcakes to make nice with Cora and Alma after steamrolling them about this guy.

“Divorce is not an option?” I asked. “I want you to be sure, because my solutions are final.”

“It’s not. She’d take everything. I worked too hard to let her take my money and raise some other man’s kid.” He nearly snarled the words, like a puppy who hasn’t learned what truly sharp teeth look like. He seemed to realize his victim mask was slipping and sat back, looking almost embarrassed.

“What if we got her to sign something saying she’ll take nothing?” I knew the answer from his expression, from his body language, but I asked anyway, waiting to see if he’d lie to me.

“It’s not an option. She’s evil,” he repeated. “You have to take care of her.”

“And the baby?” I kept my face neutral.

“It’s not mine,” he said, then seemed to realize how that sounded. “She’s barely pregnant. Just a few weeks. I can pay extra if that’s an issue.”

The “just a few weeks” was a lie, I could taste it almost, see it in his eyes, the way his breathing accelerated. I was glad I’d turned off the ear piece or I’d be listening to Cora and Alma cursing in three different languages right about now. They’d almost certainly subject me to a reprise performance once I got back.

But first, I had to figure out what to do with Richard CFO. Walking away was the easy option, but then there would still be a man seeking to murder his pregnant wife. It was painfully obvious this guy wanted his wife dead. I didn’t get how a man could go from “in sickness and in health” to “death better part us quick” but then again, long term romantic attachments were not exactly in my wheelhouse. Murderous desire though? That I had down. I knew from ten minutes with this guy that if I didn’t solve the problem, someone else would. It was just business, after all.

“You bring the money?” I said after I finished off the last melted ice dregs of my coffee.

Hope dawned in Richard’s pale eyes and some of his earnestness faded like the thin veneer it was, revealing the gleam of eager hatred beneath. “In the car, wasn’t sure if you wanted to do that here.”

“I don’t,” I said, making a quick decision. “Let’s take a drive.”

Maybe it was because he was inexperienced and nervous. Maybe he was too wrapped up in his desire to destroy his wife. Maybe it was because I



















Chapter Five

The Rivers had their front blinds drawn but the curtains on the back window were open, light spilling across the small backyard. All three women were in there and the TV was on. I watched from the shadows at the back of the yard for a few minutes, then made my way to the side of the house. It was depressingly simple to jimmy a window with a knife blade and drop silently into a small bedroom. I slid the window closed behind me. The room smelled of lavender and laundry detergent, a pile of neatly folded towels sat on the edge of the queen size bed, waiting to be put away. The door was cracked open and I heard the canned laughter of a sitcom coming from the hall.

Stepping out into the hall, a toilet flushed immediately to my left where a crack of light shown out from beneath a narrow door. I flattened myself to the wall and waited for whoever it was to finish, listening to the sink, then the rustle of a towel. The door opened and I pounced as Benita stepped into the hall. I caught her from behind, pulling her hard against me and sliding my hand over her mouth, muffling her surprised gasp.

“It’s just Kira, don’t scream,” I whispered.

She stopped struggling immediately, her body frozen as indecision trapped her. Not the greatest instincts but about what I had expected. Her hair was soft against my cheek and smelled of strawberries.

“We’re going to walk into the living room now, I’ll be right behind you. Just breathe, Benita,” I said as gently as I could. I was annoyed with these women, I’d had to create a bit of a mess already downtown due to their poor information, and I was not in the mood for more human bullshit tonight.

Benita didn’t bolt as I released her, nor did she scream. Point in her favor. I walked behind her as she made her way back into the living room, our bodies not quite touching but I loomed behind her and stayed close enough she could hear me breathing. I wanted to scare them a little, begin this second interview with all three taking me a little more seriously than they had before.

“Nita? You look like… oh.” Maryanne dropped her crochet hook and half rose from her chair.

“Sit,” I said. “You too,” I added as Benita turned toward me with wide eyes.

“How did you get in? Is it done already?” Cecilia asked as her aunt came to sit on the couch beside her.

“We’re going to have a conversation,” I said, remaining on my feet this time, hands loose at my sides. “You lie to me again, we’re done. No questions.”

Cecilia closed her mouth and dropped her gaze to her hands. Benita was still staring at me as though she expected to be executed at any moment, and Maryanne looked like she was contemplating how dangerous her crochet hook could be if it came down to it. If I hadn’t been so annoyed with them I would have laughed.

“Your gun is in a closet or a drawer, inside a gun safe and unloaded, isn’t it?” I asked Benita.

She flushed but nodded. “Lucky for you,” she said with almost no quaver in her voice.

That did make me smile. “If I was here to kill you, you’d all be corpses. Your window latches are a joke, your curtains are open to the back, your TV is loud enough you could scream and the neighbors wouldn’t notice, and the street light in front is burned out.”

Cecilia leaned forward slowly and picked up the remote off the coffee table. She hit the mute button.

“Now, let’s start with what you actually know about the Cross family and how you conveniently left out the part where they have the sort of security reserved for dictators, heads of State, and international criminal courts.” I’d actually seen prisons less secure and vigilant about their surveillance and profiling.

“We thought if we told you, you would refuse to help us,” Benita said.

“They own this city,” Cecilia added. “You’re an outsider, you are the only chance I have.”

“They are mobbed up?” I asked.

“They are the mob, I mean, not like Godfather stuff, I think they are British or something originally, but they basically have their hands in everything. Nobody in Grand Mar crosses a Cross.”

I winced at the word play. “How’d you get my name?”

“One of the cops who took the first stalking report. She said it wouldn’t go anywhere, that she’d just have to tear it up, but she gave me a number to call and told me to ask that woman about how she’d had a problem handled for her. I was desperate, even though I figured it was a trap. Woman on the phone gave me an email, that email led to another and then to you.” Cecilia looked at me with pleading eyes. “We didn’t want to lie to you, but his family is dangerous. They own everyone from the mayor and the police down to the guy who sells weed out of Starbucks on the boardwalk.”

“They own us,” Maryanne said softly. “Cecilia’s hospital is partially funded by them. Our community arts center. All of it. That’s why we can’t be connected to this, but we can’t fight back any other way.”

“You could leave,” I said.

“Our whole lives are here, why should we have to abandon them because of a man?” Benita lifted her chin and squared her shoulders.

“There’s no telling if he’d find me anyway,” Cecilia said, laying a hand on her aunt’s thigh. “He has all the money in the world, a private jet even.”

“And a small army,” I added, cutting her off.

“If it is too much, I understand.” Cecilia’s voice trembled but her gaze was steady.

I couldn’t help but rise to that bait. “It’s not too much,” I said, though I had no idea at that moment how I was going to reach Marcus Cross. The crime family part was actually potentially a bonus, since they’d have enemies and that meant it was easier to deflect blame from this family. “But I need real information. No more lies. You are going to sit down after I leave and write up every last thing you can think of about the Cross family, Marcus in particular. Every detail from every moment you spent together. Where he goes, how many people are usually with him, what the inside of his apartment looks like, the layout of their beach home, all of it.”

“I’ve never been to the Cross mansion,” she said. “He mostly came to my place when we were dating, or we went out. I’ve only been up to the penthouse half a dozen times.”

“What else is in Dawn Tower?”

“A casino and a club, it’s very fancy and utterly illegal. I think there is a brothel as well, but I never saw any of that. You can’t even think about a membership unless you have something the Cross family wants or income in the seven figures.”

I paced a few feet back and forth, thinking. Her information matched up with what I’d seen.

“Write up everything,” I said. “Send it to my assistants by morning or I walk away.”

“There was some gossip around the Center about someone buying up a bunch of the warehouses at the dock,” Benita said. “People love to talk in fake whispers about the Cross family, it’s always my cousin’s friend said this or that. I guess that doesn’t help at all, sorry.”

“We’ll send anything we can think of,” Maryanne added quickly, giving her sister a quelling look.

“Fine,” I said. “Gossip might lead somewhere, let us worry about the details.” If someone was moving in on the Cross family territory, that would open up avenues of attack but also complications. It would also go a long way to explain the hyper-vigilance I’d witnessed tonight downtown. The more we could use to deflect anyone looking at Cecilia, the better, since it was looking less and less likely I’d be able to disappear the target. His murder was going to have to be obvious and probably messy.

My annoyance was sliding away and I couldn’t bring myself to chase it. Clients often lied, sometimes in big ways, sometimes in small ones. Sometimes on purpose, sometimes because they’d convinced themselves the lie was reality. I could see why the Rivers had withheld the organized crime family part. I was their desperation play, the Hail Mary.

And there was a part of me that wanted the challenge. I could admit that to myself. I’d been a little cocky, a little bored going into this. Kill the man, save the girl, seduce the hot aunt, ride into the sunset. Frag the weak, reap the spoils.

Now things were a little more interesting. My prey had teeth, even if the teeth were mostly bodies with guns and a shitload of cash. It’d been a while since I’d fought something with the potential to fight back. The tiger in me was hungry for a real hunt.

“I’ll go out the back,” I said. “Lock up after me, and put some damned sticks in your window slides, at the very least.”

I unlocked the French doors and stalked out into the night. It was time to take a drive on my bike and think over a few things.


Chapter Six

“She didn’t have that much more to give us,” Alma said. “But she remembered him being excited about a fancy new restaurant opening this month. I checked their website and the grand opening night is tomorrow.”

I’d gone for a head-clearing drive and brought pizza back to RV-HQ. BBQ chicken with extra peppers for the twins, all the meats with a side of BBQ chicken for me, and a full loaded veggie pizza for Jaq to keep all to himself. I took a big slurp of Mountain Dew.

“That’s the likely chance to hit him then. Or at least start tracking him. I’m annoyed he’s so hard to get eyes on.”

“Didn’t expect all the cameras, sorry,” Cora said. “It’s weird being this blind, no building plans or anything, no social media, none of our usual ways to get eyes on and predict things is useful here.”

“It’s not the cameras,” I said. “It’s that they were being watched.”

“Maybe,” Alma said around a mouthful of crust. She swallowed and continued, “or they have software running, analyzing faces and frequency, maybe even checking against some kind of database. They got on you pretty fast.”

I bit back my usual grumbles about tech. I loved being able to watch movies from inside a moving vehicle, and I loved it when all the computer shit worked in our favor in the capable and frankly terrifying hands of Cora and Alma, but I would never be convinced that being able to own twelve-year-olds on Counterstrike servers all over the world was quite worth the inconvenience of doing crime in a world where everyone was being filmed and tracked and profiled. Cora, Alma, and I had hashed out that particular argument a hundred times, Jaq wisely staying the hell out of any discussions, and now definitely wasn’t the time for a reprise.

“I still vote for the wait til early morning and head into the tower all John Wick style,” Cora said.

“More like The Raid,” I said, making a face at her. “And that sounds like a great way to get Council interest in us real fast.”

“We could take out a Justice,” Cora said. Alma elbowed her with an exaggerated sigh and a tense flick of her eyes towards me.

I glanced at my LeMat and felt the familiar twinge of grief in my heart. The friend who’d gifted me that gun was dead because of a Justice sent by the shifter Council of Nine, the closest thing shapeshifters like the twins and I had to a ruling body. Justices were the judge, jury, and often executioners of the Council’s will. That time, it’d been worse, because the Justice they’d sent had been my own brother. I hadn’t been strong enough to stop him from carrying out Daniel’s execution.

“Word is on the shadow web that the Council is broken,” Alma said in a reluctant tone, her head tipped slightly to the side, showing me her throat. “Lot of Justices turning up dead or just disappearing. Not that I’m voting for the frontal assault option.”

I closed my teeth over the snarl that had crept onto my face without warning and forced myself to relax. Alma and Cora both relaxed from their tense, quasi-submissive postures. The Council was a rough subject and they knew better. I almost asked her if there was any word about Aleksei, my brother who was a Justice for the Council, but bit back the words. It was a scar that would do no good to pick at.

“Better not to create a stack of bodies and risk it,” I said. There were too many unknowns about the inside of that building, too many ways I could be at a disadvantage even with preternatural reflexes and strength. Tight spaces, home turf advantage, and sheer numbers could work against me very easily. Human’s strength had always lain in their numbers and their obsession with finding more and more efficient ways to kill each other.

“So we’re going with La Petit then?” Cora asked, her dark brows drawing together as she sipped her Coke. “Which I still maintain is a super weird name for a place that isn’t even serving French food. Not even sure that’s accurate French.”

“Don’t look at me,” Alma said. “We took Spanish in school.”

“Didn’t you both grow up speaking it at home?” I’d met the twin’s mother only once, but they’d all spoken Spanish together as soon as it was established I knew enough to keep up.

“We wanted the easy grade, what can I say?” Cora grinned at me.

“We need a plan,” Alma said, bringing us back on topic in her typical brusque, obvious way that always made me want to tease her more.

“Are the plans on file? Can we get them by tomorrow afternoon?” I rolled another slice of pizza up and licked a bit of BBQ sauce from the edge.

“Already got ‘em,” Alma said with a grin, she’d clearly been waiting for me to ask exactly that. “Bless this digital age.”

“What would I do without you two?”

“Kill a lot more people,” Cora said.

“So many more people,” Alma said.

“No comment,” Jaq said as I turned mock-wounded eyes to him.

“I’ll scout the place tomorrow afternoon then, but I think the plan should stay simple.” I resumed eating my pizza, hiding a grin. The thrill of the hunt was definitely on me and my appetite reflected it.

“Correction,” Jaq said, surprising me. “I will scout the restaurant tomorrow. No one ever notices me.”

It was true, and sometimes a little creepy how good Jaq was at just fading into the scenery. He had a face that was hard to keep in mind, mid-toned brown hair, olive-toned skin, brown eyes, and in the right clothing with a little cosmetic help, he could pass as male or female to the casual viewer. My senses always told me that there was something supernatural about how forgettable he was, the same way they warned he was more than he seemed and potentially dangerous, but I figured if he hadn’t felt the need to talk about it after all these years, I wasn’t about to press.

“Fair point,” I said, “But what if there’s trouble?”

Jaq was also a pacifist. That was his one request to me when he agreed to help me with my work and drive for us. No fighting. Ever. He’d warned me that even if someone was about to stab him, or us for that matter, he would not resist. It wasn’t how I rolled, but I’d taken the bargain. Between the twins and me, we had enough lethality I figured, and teleporting drivers didn’t come around every century.

“I call you,” Jaq said. “And then I run very far.” He smiled and I realized he didn’t mean running physically. I’d guessed he could travel the “between” ways without the RV, but had never seen him do it.

“Right,” I said. “Running is a thing. I knew that.” I didn’t like the idea of him out there alone doing recon in a city apparently owned by a powerful and well-protected family whose son we were trying to murder, but I’d always held the rule that I can’t protect anyone if I’m not allowing them to be who they are and trust what they are capable of.

I trusted Jaq to know his limits, and I trusted his cool head. He didn’t appear to have the hair-trigger temper that the twins and I shared, or the killer instinct that frankly was both my blessing and my curse depending on the day. Jaq had a memory like a steel trap and had more than once made observations while we were doing jobs that saved the day. If he wanted to do the recon tomorrow, I’d allow it.

We spent another couple hours looking at the restaurant layout, memorizing things like doors and windows which should be static, unlike the potential floor plan of tables and décor. By the end, we had a rough plan, subject to alteration with events, of course.

“Jaq will get eyes on Marcus,” I said. “Once we know he’s in there, I get the signal. I’ll either get in through that service door if that looks viable after we check out the reality of the place tomorrow, or I’ll dress up all fancy and do the ‘how dare you not know who I am’ routine to see if I can at least get a spot at the bar while they sort out how they don’t know who I am.”

“We won’t know where he’s seated until you are in, most likely. Not sure we can get video up to get camera view on entrances or the windows. Too much likely activity in these buildings here, and this whole garden courtyard thing they’ve done puts walls and vegetation potentially blocking windows,” Alma said, tapping her screen to blow up the plans showing the garden area.

The restaurant appeared to be aiming for cozy European-esque bistro, with a garden courtyard around the open side where the windows were. It made getting a view in more difficult potentially, but it would also provide cover if I had to get messy with things inside. The layout with the windows also all but eliminated the possibility of doing this long distance with a sniper rifle. I’m a decent shot with a rifle, but not Hollywood magical. There’s only so much you can do with a target who is indoors and behind glass, walls, other bodies, and the like. Close assault was more guaranteed, and more likely to succeed if I had to change plans in the moment to adjust to unknown variables.

“Cecilia says he’s never armed, that he thinks guns ruin the lines of his suit, but that he travels with two guards almost always. Sometimes only one when he’s out with friends he trusts. He doesn’t like to look weak,” Cora said.

“Good, makes it easier on me.” One or two guards would be no problem if the goons I’d encountered today were cut from the same cloth. I was going to prepare for a little more protection around him than that, given I might have stirred the hive with what happened at the tower earlier.

That got me thinking about what Benita had said about competition. “Any word about the dock stuff? Someone moving in on the Cross family? I’m wondering if we could use that to help deflect in the aftermath.”

“We’re looking into that. Give us a few more hours.” Alma typed something into her laptop, her eyes taking on a focused look that I recognized meant the end of planning time.

“At some point you all need to sleep,” Jaq said with a shake of his head.

He had a point but I slurped on my Mountain Dew instead of acknowledging it. I needed to clean my knife and sheath, and prepare for tomorrow. Run my mind through potential scenarios, likely ways I’d have to kill Marcus and his guards, how to escape cleanly, what weapons I’d want with me and how I would have to dress. So many variables.

“I’ll be in my bunk,” Jaq said with an exaggerated eye roll. “Let me know when you need me.”

“I’ll start working on the competition,” Alma said.

“I’m going to go through everything the Rivers sent over tonight, and before, and see if we missed anything useful.” Cora chewed the last bit of cheese and sauce from her pizza before setting the denuded crust down on Alma’s plate. Without missing a beat, her sister picked it up and took a big bite.

I shook my head as I went to get cleaning supplies out from under the kitchen sink. Only as kittens had my brothers and I shared food so easily, and I’d never been able to with anyone else since, always needing my own portion, or my own pizza in this case. I stomped down a pang in my heart that felt a lot like longing. I had knives to clean, and a murder to contemplate.
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