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      Charisse climbed up over the balcony, shrouded by the shadow of a cherry blossom tree planted between the mansion and the moonlight. It was easy to spot Harland Kane’s men and Clarisse’s instincts were on high alert to an ambush. She’d lived long enough to know not to take anything or anyone for granted. Especially anything connected to Louis Lestant.

      The grounds were quiet, nicely lit with blue and yellow lights at the feet of the palm trees, the oaks and willows. The guards had been easy enough to avoid, with one at the front gate and two patrolling the property.

      Arrogant, Charisse thought, comfortable in his place of power. Good.

      Charisse slid the little blackjack into the space between the doors to slide it open. She’d researched the frame, making sure beforehand that it was a perfect fit. She could have used her superior strength, but didn’t want to chance the sound would alert a guard. She could easily overtake a human, but Louis was Harland’s business partner and owned the mansion she was currently robbing.

      Prepared, Charisse thought, aware of my surroundings. She repeated the mantra that had helped her escape, and remain out of Louis Lestant’s clutches for all these years. She eased the door open and stepped in.

      She had surveilled the mansion for weeks and memorized the layout. She was stepping into a quiet guestroom, the one most likely to be unoccupied. No guests had come or gone, and the room was typically dark and empty.

      Voices drifted from another room as light streamed through the slat under the door. One rose sharply, a manly scream, before it disappeared. A dull thud and a man’s grunting voice punctuated the silence, alerting Charisse to what kind of conversation was going on.

      By the muted nature of the voices and sounds, Charisse guessed that whatever was transpiring, it was happening on the first floor. Her destination, the diamonds, were also on the first floor. Since, the safe was located in Harland Kane’s study, it was inaccessible from the outside, making this the most dangerous portion of the heist. Having memorized the layout, she had to time her transition between floors perfectly to succeed without being discovered. She put her ear to the door, as another grunt echoed in the room. Perhaps the bastard getting the shit kicked out of him, will distract them long enough for me to complete my mission. She couldn’t feel sorry for the victim. If he was a decent man, he wouldn’t be caught up with the likes of Harland Kane or Louis Lestant. She turned the door handle slowly.

      Charisse’s demon senses were at their height, scanning her surroundings. They tensed along her lean body as tawny muscle stretched over her compact frame. She turned her ear to listen. With stronger receptors than a human, every punch, every whimper, was distinct.

      “Does hitting a woman make you feel like a man.” A man’s bellowing voice reverberated from the other room. More punches, more grunts ensued before the same voice went on, “Well, you made a mistake this time, Buddy. Because the woman you picked to throw around belonged to Harland Kane.”

      After another hard punch, so loud that Charisse could almost feel it striking her own cheek. A familiar voice said, “That woman has a value, one you lack.”

      Her body froze as she held her breath. It couldn’t be him. Lestant wouldn’t lend his lead enforcer to Harland Kane. But, she could never forget that voice. The Ladon known amongst his peers as the Dragon. He’s here to protect the diamonds. Shit.

      “I … I’m sorry --” another man’s voice said, his voice cracked and croaking, a lisp telling Charisse that his lips were split, swollen, teeth loosened, some broken or shattered at the gumline.

      “You’re sorry?” The Dragon growled. “That wasn’t some co-ed, to Harland she was priceless. You think of yourself as priceless, you punk?”

      “No, I don’t … I … I don’t.”

      “You’re right, for the first time in your life … and the last,” The Dragon said.

      “Oh God, please … please don’t.”

      “You don’t want to pay the price for what you’ve taken from Mr. Kane, the damage you tried to do to his property?”

      “Please …”

      “So, you thought you could just … get away with it, that you wouldn’t have to pay for the things you steal from Harland Kane? Then you’d just say, ‘Please, please,’ and that would make everything all right.”

      The man panted, his voice quivering with a suppressed sob. “I didn’t know.”

      “Ignorance is no excuse,” the first man said, another series of punches punctuating the pause.

      Charisse eased the door open just a bit, peeking through the crack in the door to see a man in a chair in one of the big rooms downstairs, near the foot of the big curved stairwell. One man was tied to a chair, other men standing around him. One loomed in front, massive and bald, the man she had come to fear. The Dragon, head of personal security for Louis Lestant. While he could replicate any human form, he maintained the image of a large bald enforcer for Lestant’s partners.

      Charisse glanced at the study door down the hall, dark under the closed door.

      Downstairs, Harland’s enforcers, and the Dragon, were doing what they did best, and doing it slowly. Harland’s men look eager, Charisse thought, as the two big men standing behind the Dragon folded their arms, waiting for their chance to join the fun.

      The man in the chair coughed as blood dripped from his cheek, to the remnants of his white cotton shirt. “Please, I … hey, I could work with you guys, how ‘bout that?”

      “With us? You only got one piece of business with us and it’s just about over.” The Dragon closed in and resumed punching the man. The other men sneered as they watched. With their attention preoccupied, this was Charisse’s best chance of getting into the study unseen.

      The Dragon was the last person she wanted a confrontation with. While Lestant wanted her back, her business with the Dragon was personal. He would bathe in her blood and apologize to Louis later.

      She moved quietly, virtually invisible as she darted swiftly down the hallway. She made no sound, drew no attention to herself, her black catsuit helping her to fade into the background. Her objective so close, her adrenaline spiked, and her heart thumped in her chest.

      The sweet smell, had her pausing at the door. A rich, dark ambrosia that melted on her tongue and made her inhale deeply. She could plan for any job, almost any contingency, but not her own instinct to kill. To feed.

      She felt the pull of her demon as it took a deep breath. Her fangs sprouted, salivating for the taste of fresh blood. The memories of the bagged blood from the bank brought a tinny taste to the base of her throat. Nothing was better than warm, fresh, blood and nobody was more deserving than The Dragon, his associates, and their boss.

      It wouldn’t be an easy kill, and Charisse’s blood pumped faster at the very notion of the fight. They were big men, but they were men and the Dragon had underestimated her once before. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. There was a moment of regret, as she fought her demon’s instincts. The women of her race were supposed to be the light to their male counterparts. She was a killer.

      How many men had she relieved of their lives over the years? Too many, but she had a mission, one laid out for her by Carina Moretti and she wouldn’t let anything stand in her way. Not The Dragon. Not Harland Kane and not Louis Lestant. The monster who had taken everything she loved.

      Focus. She ran her tongue over the tip of one fang. The humans didn’t stand a chance against her demon side, a creature more powerful than any mortal. She could take off their heads with a single swipe of her clawed hand if she chose to, but the Dragon, was another matter. He had proven to be as intelligent as he was cruel. But he and his cohorts were distracted.

      Her demon spoke within her mind. These men are beneath us, drunk on their victim’s fear. Its disgust more prevalent than her own as she contemplated her odds.

      She could land on the Dragon before the others were aware of her presence. Then she could take out the second. The third would flee, or die in the fight. He’d shoot, but she’d be ready and would plot a maneuver to take the next man out. The last was tied to a chair and he would be the most succulent kill of all. A man who beat women.

      She was born to kill such men, and resolved to free the women she’d been held with. Her sisters. Her family. Louis would pay for the atrocities he had inflicted on her race, and the best way to do that was to hit his pocketbook.

      Her acquisitions weren’t personal. They were business, and her business was vengeance. The two things went hand-in-hand, and they were calling to her, every fiber in her being resisting the natural pull toward a righteous kill and a warm, fresh feed.

      Charisse’s imagination, and hunger, were shattered by the reality facing her. She was exposed on the upper floor, cloaked by her incredible stealth, well-chosen timing, and good luck, but none of those would last forever.

      She continued forward, nearly gliding down the hall and into the study. The light was off and the door unlocked. All according to plan.

      Arrogant, Charisse thought. She turned the knob, slipping in and closing the door behind her.

      “You hear something?” The Dragon asked.

      Another man answered with a grunt, before The Dragon’s voice echoed in the room. “I guess we’re through with this pig. Take the boat, and dump him in the ocean. Use the cement blocks and make sure he stays at the bottom.”

      She went straight to the safe, located behind a portrait of the Louis Lestant. It was as if the so-called great man was looking down on her, then turning his back as she opened the portrait on its hinges, pulling it away from the wall.

      Charisse pulled out the little black flashlight she’d brought for the occasion, holding it in her teeth and aiming it at the dial before she spun it twice to clear it. She’d memorized the combination, the tumblers clicking behind the solid metal door. She found the first number and paused, finding the second, then doubling back for the third.

      Her stomach turned as her brain shot through a series of possibilities. What if he’s moved them or booby-trapped the safe? What if that scene downstairs is just a performance for my benefit, to make sure I get caught with my hand in the cookie jar … just before that hand gets hacked off?

      The tumblers aligned and clunked as the safe door opened in front of her. She eased it open, her senses focused on whatever she was about to find. She pulled it wider, but there was no explosive blinding her or blasting her back, no flash of light or photograph to capture her image. Harland Kane had become complacent since partnering with Louis. She wondered what the criminal kingpin would think if he saw Louis in his natural demon form. The milky eyes of a serpent.

      Charisse focused on her task. She hadn’t been expected, or she’d be dead or recaptured.

      The diamonds were in a black velvet pouch, but the flashlight’s small sphere of light didn’t reveal it. There were bricks of one-hundred-dollar bills, bound by paper straps, along with several leather billfolds and what looked like two books of ledgers.

      Probably more valuable than the diamonds, Charisse thought. But she’d already been distracted, and she had a job to finish if she wanted out of there without being seen, her exit would be a challenge on its own.

      Charisse pushed the ledgers out of the way to reveal the black, velvet sack in the corner of the safe. It was heavy, filled nearly to the top, and tied with a golden rope. She pulled the string and directed the beam of light into the sack.

      The diamonds sparkled, twinkling like stars in the night’s sky, all jammed together and sitting in the palm of her hand.

      Come to Mommy.

      Charisse pulled the string and tied it shut before slipping the sack into the thin leather pouch strapped to the outside of her left calf. She snapped the pouch’s hood shut, before she closed the safe door and returned the portrait to its normal position, flush against the wall.

      The great Ladon himself, Louis Lestant, sat in an overstuffed velvet chair in that hideous portrait, eyes steely as they looked straight into her soul.

      Sorry, Mr. Lestant, she thought, but honestly, you’re getting off easy. If I had my way, I’d walk out of here wearing your guts for garters. Maybe next time.

      “Are you going to give yourself up, or do I get to take you down?” A voice in the dark asked.

      Charisse froze. The door hadn’t opened since she’d entered, which revealed her companion had been there since she entered, or he’d entered through some hidden passage.

      Neither mattered. Her mind raced through a dozen contingencies. She rose, putting her hands in the air. “I … heard there was some cash here …”

      “Don’t lie to me … Charisse.” His voice was low and gravelly, not that of Harland Kane. It was another of Kane’s guards, likely stationed in the study to guard the diamonds. She searched her memory for the voice, not finding it.

      “You’re new to Kane’s security team,” she said. “How do you know my name?”

      After a long, mean silence, the man behind her said, “Louis warned us a thief was ripping him off. He didn’t know it was you though. You and several other women are on a watch list. We’re supposed to hand you over if we find you.”

      She glanced at the brass applicates, adorning the safe to watch her newest adversary, but she didn’t turn. He was large, muscled and his dark eyes roamed over her thin frame with overt interest. “You didn’t ask my name.”

      “What’s your name, honey. Maybe we can work something out.”  She faked a timid tone.

      His smile was slight. Cold. “Harland calls me Mr. Laugh.”

      It made Charisse’s blood go cold, just to think of what would have given him that moniker, of what would make a man like that laugh.

      Charisse took a step back. Judging by the sound of the man’s voice and knowing the size and layout of the study, she triangulated his location at just a few feet behind her, likely with a gun pointed at her chest.

      “I could put a smile on your face,” Charisse said.

      “I’ll bet you could.”

      “The diamonds,” Charisse said. “Let’s shoot our way out of here together and split the loot.”

      She stood in the darkness, questioning whether her ruse was working.

      He grunted. “Why don’t I just kill you and keep the diamonds?”

      Charisse huffed and shrugged. “I guess it’s true, what they say.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.” Charisse spun, extending her leg, striking Mr. Laugh’s arm just where she calculated it would be. The dark had given her cover. Strength, speed and keener instincts had always been her advantage. She growled as her demon instincts hummed just beneath the surface, ready to burst free.

      She hadn’t killed a man in weeks.

      Her enhanced sight could make him out more clearly now that she was facing him. The gun flew from his hand, but he turned to lurch at her, his massive hands grabbing and gripping.

      Charisse punched him in the face, unprotected due to his presumption of greater strength. It was a common mistake, and a crucial one.

      He lunged as she crouched down. She pushed up, lifting a two-hundred-pound man off the floor, then propelled him toward the bay window with no balcony. The glass shattered behind the man’s errant movement and massive size, blasting crystal shards in every direction. The encasement fell out, leaving the wooden frame and a square hole in the wall. Mr. Laugh screamed as he fell, but a hideous thud ended his shriek.

      Charisse recognized her mistake, but it was too late. Footsteps raced down the hall toward the study door. By the sounds of the feet, she guessed three men would enter the studio, and there wasn’t enough room in the study to fight them all.

      The door burst open before the men entered. The Dragon was in front with his handgun already drawn. His eyes fell on Charisse, as she turned to face them with her back to the fractured window frame. His thick lips turned into a snarl.

      “You,” he growled. His throat percolating over the bubbles of contemptuous hatred.

      Before Charisse could answer, he aimed his gun and fired.

      Twice.

      Bang-bang!

      The bullets landed squarely in Charisse’s chest, pushing her backward. Her strong legs pedaled to keep her on her feet, but they ran out of room as they propelled her into the wall. Her shattered torso fell through the window and her body tumbled out, gravity and momentum doing their part to bring her to a hard and painful landing two stories below.
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      Charisse fell hard on the body of the man who’d called himself Mr. Laugh. He was still alive, grunting as she struck and rolled over. Her chest pulsed with a white-hot searing pain that spread out hot and fast, like the blood pouring out of her twin bullet wounds. One had torn through her left lung, shattering a rib. The other had missed her heart, but ruptured enough tissue to have killed a human.

      She rolled over as her vision blurred. Her brain struggled to focus as her ears throbbed a dull hum. She pushed herself up, glancing at the side yard of the mansion. Men yelled at one another while floodlights clicked on in various parts of the compound.

      Charisse started running with a staggered gate. Her legs steadied but her wheezed breathing was labored. Still, her demon had kept her alive when a mortal would have perished. She focused on her escape route.

      Men hollered as she ran into the shadows. She’d already cut through the fence in a spot cloaked by darkness, and it gave her quick access to a pathway between the properties in the Hollywood Hills.

      Her demon blood throbbed in her veins, but it also seeped from the holes in her chest and the one in her back. One bullet had gone clear through, but the other remained embedded in her sternum.

      They should have known better, Charisse thought, arrogant, too comfortable, the most common mistake. Still, she acknowledged she’d been overconfident as well, and it almost killed her.

      Charisse staggered through the hills, snaking between the houses to one of the side streets winding around the famous hills and canyons. She’d made mistakes, including being sandbagged by a man she should have detected. If he’d been waiting in hiding, she should have been able to smell him. And if he’d arrived from a secret passage, and she knew the mansion was riddled with them, she should have heard it.

      Careless, she thought, stupid.

      But she was alive, and her demon blood was clotting quickly. Her tissues were already beginning to heal. Given time and shelter, she would recover. But whether she’d have either one, and in sufficient quantities, was yet to be seen.

      Dogs barked behind her, and she altered her scent, a vague adjustment of her chemical balance to throw the canines off the track. While many humans deserved her particular justice, the same wasn’t true of animals. They were obedient to their masters.

      She managed to evade the hungry pack, attracted to her blood, but it wasn’t going to be enough. It gave her time to pull the smartphone from her other boot and swipe the screen.

      I have to get to the blood bank. I should have fed sooner. Charisse stooped down, glancing around as she waited for the line to connect. Wanted to stay light, lean and hungry, another mistake. Not the first, hopefully not the last.

      “Hello,” Valen said.

      She blinked her eyes, pushing through the pain. “It’s Charisse”

      “Charisse,” he repeated, “I sense your pain. Are you, okay?”

      She panted, still pushing forward, up and over the hill. “No. I got into a fight with a Glock and lost.”

      “Dammit, Charisse, you know how important you are to us. Where are you now?” he asked.

      “West of Harland Kane’s mansion, not far from Laurel. But they’ll be combing the streets. My safehouse might be compromised. I …” A heaving, gurgling cough erupted from her throat, her chest bursting with pain. “I’m in bad shape, I might hurt somebody.”

      “You should never have put yourself in this position,” Valen growled, “Why didn’t you contact me telepathically?”

      Charisse wouldn’t admit to Valen she feared the king. It was his destiny, she understood that, and they needed him if they were to survive the Ladon and Louis Lestant, but Valen’s demon was a force of nature. One that almost destroyed their race in it’s last incarnation. “You weren’t a part of my life for two hundred years. That’s on me, but I prefer to keep my thoughts private. The things you would find in my mind would hurt you.”

      Valen’s voice cracked. “My mother’s death.”

      Carina Moretti had been the most beautiful and selfless woman to walk the earth. She had sacrificed her life to save her children and her species. Like the rest of the demon race, Charisse had worshipped her. “Yes.”

      “I’ll send Jenner.”

      “Shit, does it have to be Jenner?”

      “He’s nearby, and he’s good, you know that.”

      “So does he,” she snipped.

      “Would you rather Kane’s men get a hold of you?”

      “Not for another few hours. After that, I’ll wear their --”

      “Stop it, Charisse. I’ve run out of patience with your exploits. I want you safe. I’ll have Jenner meet you at that market on Laurel, just … south of Hollywood.”

      “Fine, have him hurry, and tell him to shut the hell up,” she snapped.

      “Charisse … he hasn’t said anything.”

      “He will,” Charisse said. “Trust me.” Charisse swiped the screen, leaving a smear of blood. She wiped it on her catsuit, her chest straining as she fought a wave of dizziness. She’d survive if she didn’t push herself too hard, and could avoid Harland’s goons.

      “Hey, you there!” Charisse glanced around, then kept scurrying through the brush. “You damn kids stop hangin’ out on my property! Next time, I swear I’ll shoot ‘cha!”

      Charisse moved fast, knowing if she was visible to some bystander that she’d be visible to her enemies. They were close, they weren’t giving up, and she wasn’t strong enough to put up a fight.

      She hid amongst the shadows, moving toward the nearest side street leading to Laurel Canyon Boulevard. Her boot slipped on a slick surface, and she fell to her ass, sliding through the lush ivy. Checking that she had both her phone and the diamonds, she pushed on, down the hill as Kane’s dogs barked in the distance.

      Her smartphone rang and Charisse was quick to swipe the screen to keep the sound from giving her away. But her blood-slick fingers couldn’t contact the screen properly, clouding the glass and not putting the call through until the fourth try.

      “Yeah?”

      “Charisse, it’s Roman.”

      “Roman, where are you right now?” she asked.

      “I’m in Riverside, and I know where you are. What the hell are you doing, Charisse?”

      Charisse sighed, but kept moving down the hill, having only one free hand to cling to the ivy and make her way down. “You know what I’m doing, Roman.”

      “Well, you might as well set yourself on fire. Why are you ripping off Louis Lestant?”

      “I’m not,” Charisse said. “I’m ripping off Harland Kane.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Depends who is holding the gun. Do you have a safehouse in the area?” she asked.

      The line went silent. “Charisse, are you hurt?”

      “Yeah, it … it didn’t go smoothly.”

      He huffed into the phone. “No kidding. He just called me.”

      “Louis Lestant?”

      “Harland Kane. He’s already put a contract out on you, Charisse, five million dollars.”

      “Five million? Wow, that’s … that’s a new record, isn’t it?” She attempted to sound flippant but her throat was dry and her vision was wavering.

      “This isn’t a joke, Charisse. Harland Kane isn’t someone you should mess with. You … look, I know you feel it’s your responsibility, but you don’t have to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, Charisse.”

      She glanced around before stopping under a big juniper growing out of the side of the hill. It would give her some shelter and a good perspective of the street below and the local grocery store a block away.

      “I can reach out,” Roman said, “offer to give the diamonds back.”

      “Give them back? You know what those diamonds pay for. You know I can’t do that.”

      “Sure, you can. I can act as a …”

      “No. I won’t do it, and I won’t explain why,” she hissed.

      “I know why. I helped you escape Lestant’s compound, but you’ll never have a moment’s peace.”

      Charisse didn’t have to give that too much thought. “When have I ever?” She glanced around, secure in her position, if only for a moment. “I’ll have Jenner take me to the bank and fuel up. I’ll be fine.”

      “Valen’s blood bank? Don’t do that. Kane’s probably staking out the Moretti mansion and the blood bank. He will expect you to go there. Don’t play into his hands.”

      It made sense, but it also confirmed her suspicions. Harland knew she was a demon and needed to feed. She was weak and had lost a lot of blood
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