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Prologue

Terror snaked through her as she took
the sharp turn. The vehicle smashed into the rear of her four-door,
and Gracelyn Maddox fought to keep the car from going off the road.
She veered onto the shoulder and jerked the wheel left just in time
to avoid sliding into the trees.

The headlights on the car behind her
were bright, making it hard to focus on the road, but she had been
down this road before. It had been a long time ago, but it seemed
the name of the game was the same.

Gracelyn slammed her foot on the gas
and her little car picked up speed as did the truck behind
her.

She was close, but she had no idea
what would happen when she got there. Alexi Russo was her boss,
rumored to be fair and protective of her employees. She’d never had
a necessity to test it, but tonight—well, it was a fine time to
find out.

She came out of the curve and had to
swerve when a car came out of nowhere. The horn blared, a jarring
sound in the quiet. Gracelyn’s heart stopped for a moment as she
managed to keep from colliding with the vehicle.

Breathing rough and loud, Gracelyn
jerked when her car was bumped from behind just before the man in
it attempted to pull up alongside her. She moved over in the lane
to prevent it and they played that game for another few minutes,
her shaking hands gripping the wheel so tight her knuckles were
white against her skin.

She pressed the gas pedal knowing the
club was only a half a mile away now. All she had to do was make it
to No Dice. Security would at least keep him from getting to her.
Alexi could order her out if she wanted to from there.

The club came into sight soon and
relief bloomed as Gracelyn drew closer. The car began to slow, and
she glanced at the gauges and screamed.

“No! Oh, my God,
no!”

The car came to a stop and she
released her seatbelt and threw open the door. Gracelyn hopped out
and took off at a run for the brick building looming up
ahead.

“Where do you think you’re
going?” The hard male voice demanded.

It seemed like only a second later, a
rough hand fisted in her hair and jerked her to a stop on the edge
of the driveway. He turned her around and punched her.

Pain exploded through her face, and
she let out a cry. He hit her again, and Gracelyn felt as if her
face would crack from the force.

“I don’t know you,” he
said as he stared into her eyes. “It’s nothing personal, but I
can’t leave any witnesses.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she started
to beg, but that gaze. It wasn’t the flintiness or the chill of
gray that stopped the words in her throat. She knew there would be
no mercy in him for he answered to another master and failure
wasn’t an option.

He hit her again, and Gracelyn reeled
away from him and stumbled. Her vision blurred. Gracelyn landed on
the ground and a foot connected with her side. She looked up at him
and screamed, hoping someone would hear and come, but she knew it
wouldn’t be in time.

“Alexi! Help
me!”

He faltered for a moment. “Alexi
Russo? This is her place?” he asked. The look in his eyes was one
of glee as he reached behind him. “Tell her Ortiz sends his
regards.”

He pulled the trigger, and she
screamed as she kicked out, the bullet bit into her shoulder,
burning like hell.

He grunted, and the cruel look on his
face darkened.

“Hey, pick on someone your
own speed.”

The voice was a hard feminine one, but
it was far away as blood rushed in her ears.

“Hold on,” someone said as
she knelt next to her on the concrete. “Hold on.”

“Alexi,” Gracelyn said.
“Help me. Ortiz.”

She heard the squeal of tires, but she
was slipping away, down a tunnel of dark with a glimmer of light.
The ache of her body almost vanishing in the haze.

“Did she say Ortiz?”
Cattail asked curiously. “Ortiz, as in the trafficker?”

“Ortiz,” Gracelyn said
weakly. She wasn’t going to make it. She was in a lot of pain and
wishing she’d just fought back.

“Damn,” Zoe muttered.
“Here I thought we were about to have some peace.”

“No rest for the weary,”
Cattail murmured, and Gracelyn’s gaze darted to Zoe. The lean form
had always drawn her, made her ache with need, hunger for something
more.

Zoe made her want to curl up next to
her. Gracelyn knew she’d be safe with Zoe.

“Help … me,” Gracelyn
whispered. “I need Alexi.”

“Take her,” Zoe said.
“I’ll make the call and see if we can save her.”

They switched positions, and Gracelyn
tracked Zoe’s every move.

“Hang on, gorgeous,” the
other woman said softly, and Gracelyn nodded jerkily even as her
gaze sought Zoe. The woman was her salvation, and she knew
it.

Alexi listened to Zoe. She could be
left to die here or get the medical help she needed.

****

Ramon Ortiz glanced around the room,
it was small but neat or it had been before. Now, five women lay
dead, holes littering the furniture where they’d been sitting. The
one girl whose face had caused him to trash good merchandise he’d
intended to auction off was gone and all because of that
bitch.

The cunt was an FBI agent whose little
sister was one of the dead women before him. It was a shame he’d
had to dispose of such a lovely specimen. And they’d all been
fifteen and virgins.

The money he could have made from such
tight pussies. Some men loved inexperience and innocence over
experience and skill. Not him, but he didn’t judge.

“Mierda!” Ramon screamed.
“Clean this up,” he ordered. “Where is Luis?”

“He hasn’t returned yet,
but he said he’d tracked the girl down and taken care of the
problem.”

“Good. Return to the house
once you’ve taken care of this,” Ortiz said and headed down the
stairs.

With the woman dead, there might be a
bit of a ripple since she was an agent, but that could be contained
without creating any bigger problems for his business interests
here. He’d be able to take over Cooley’s club for his drug business
now that Cooley and his brother were dead.

That would give him a greater avenue
into the city’s trade.

“Sir,” Roderigo said at
the door.

“What is it?” Ortiz asked
as he met the man’s brown gaze.

“I’ve just got word the
club isn’t available,” Roderigo told him. “It’s already been taken
along with the Rayne club.”

“By who?” he demanded,
confusion stealing through him. He hadn’t heard any word from the
street that anyone was crazy enough to oppose Breakers—other than
him.

Those properties were vacant, just
sitting around for the taking with their owners dead.

“Alexi Russo.”

Fuck. Alexi was the one person in this
city that could be a problem. But everyone had a price. He’d just
find out what hers was.

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


Alexi Russo took a sip of her drink
and her lover, sitting on her lap, leaned in closer even as she
laughed at something someone said. Tia’s warmth soaked into her,
making her cat—the animal half of her—purr silently.

She loved the feel of having her mate
close, especially now when their relationship could fall apart if
that one little secret was revealed. Alexi had no doubt Tatiana
would leave her if she knew the truth.

She didn’t want to lose her, but she
wasn’t yet to the point where she wouldn’t kill her if she had to
to survive. Alexi had rather never veer from this place, because
the cat—she was a jaguar shifter—was as much a part of who she was
as her humanity.

The jaguar was protective and strong,
used to being more solitary. She could let Tia go now, if it came
to that. The deeper she fell in love with her, the more she risked
becoming obsessive. She didn’t need that part of her character to
come into play with Tia because she was already a big enough
liability.

Killing her mate would make Alexi even
closer to her animal than she was. She would lose more of her
humanity, her heart. She’d become more about survival and
blood.

Alexi urged Tia up and her mate gave
her a curious look, but rose.

“Make it quick,” she
ordered as Alexi reached to pull the device from her slacks
pocket.

From across the table, Ace Baker, her
close friend, caught Alexi’s eye, and she frowned. “Tia, I’m sorry
about this.”

“I said make it quick,”
she said as she sat down. “We’re relaxing tonight.”

“What is it, Zoe?” Alexi
asked tensely.

“Some asshole followed one
of the girls to work. He attacked her right in front of the club.
Cattail happened to be out here, and she’s taking care of the
girl.”

“Coming down,” Alexi
murmured. “Get Amaya.” As she headed for the door, Ace met her
there.

“No peace for the wicked?”
Ace asked.

Alexi grunted. “I take it you’ve been
briefed by Cattail.”

“Yeah, you have a medic on
staff?”

“Two, one for humans and
one for us,” Alexi answered. “Amaya’s been called down, but I’m
having her sent to the hospital. I don’t want the feds crawling up
my ass over anything that happens to her.”

“It’s funny how they just
watched the girl get slapped around and did nothing to stop
it.”

“If someone’s out there,”
Alexi said. “They can’t get that close to the club without being
seen.”

The club was out near the edge of the
city with a long stretch of road with nothing around for miles.
Alexi kept cans of gas for that very reason and was thinking of
getting one of those electric charge stations for those who drove
electric cars.

“With nowhere to hide, you
might be right. This club might be off limits until they can figure
out a way to get someone in. Maybe that girl’s it.”

“No one is getting in,
Ace,” Alexi told her coldly. “I’m only taking new members with
truly verifiable credentials. The process is going to be more
rigorous than ever before. I can’t afford risks right
now.”

“I hear ya.”

They were silent as they made their
way to the side of the club. She had a small medical station there
though the larger one was at the back of the club conveniently
tucked next to the supply room.

When they reached the treatment
center, the door was open to the reception area and a guard was
posted there. She gave Alexi and Ace a nod.

“Zoe’s back in her
office,” the woman told them. “She left Cattail to handle
things.”

“Ace,” Alexi
said.

Ace gave her an annoyed look but
remained outside while Alexi pushed the half-closed door open and
stepped into the room.

“Amaya,” Alexi said.
“What’s going on with her?”

“She has a concussion,”
the brown-skinned woman told her. “She was also shot, a through and
through. The shoulder. She was grazed in the side.”

“Good for her. She needs a
hospital.”

“I can take care of her
here,” Amaya told her. “I’ve already stopped the bleeding and as
soon as she’s under, Melanie will assist in getting the shoulder
taken care of.”

“Amaya,” Alexi said
heavily. Alexi didn’t really like keeping humans around if she
could send them to a hospital. They could be unnecessary trouble if
they died.

“She’s lucky the jaw’s not
broken, but it’s going to be sore.”

Alexi moved closer to the bed and
blinked. Gracelyn Maddox? The housekeeper who kept to herself, but
was sweet. She was closed-mouthed about her life, but Alexi knew
why Gracelyn kept her head down and didn’t socialize
much.

Gracelyn had been one of those special
cases she’d hired. Found on the side of the road penniless,
homeless, and filthy. She’d looked like she hadn’t eaten in days.
Alexi had offered her a ride and a job.

Then, she’d looked into her background
and found out Gracelyn was a hitter for an organization that liked
to snatch kids and train them young to be soldiers for hire. In
order to allow her to stay hidden, Alexi hadn’t hired her on as
security.

She hadn’t seemed capable, but Alexi
knew a seductress when she saw one.

“Gracelyn,” Alexi said,
moving to stand next to the bed. “Who did this to you?” She took
the woman’s hand, the blue and black bruising of her pale face
making the jaguar growl silently.

Whoever had done this would
pay.

Gracelyn squeezed her hand. “Alexi,”
she whispered.

“Tell me,” Alexi commanded
and reached down to smooth strands of auburn hair off the younger
woman’s forehead.

“Ease up,” Cattail
ordered, and Alexi looked at her seeing a hint of the ocelot in her
eyes. Cat, like her, was a shifter.

Curious. But not problematic because
she only saw protectiveness, not a sign the cat had found its
mate.

“Cat, back off,” Alexi
said. “Gracelyn, sweetheart, who did this to you?”

“I don’t know,” Gracelyn
said. “He was at the apartment when I got there.”

“Doing what? He just
attacked?” Alexi pressed.

She didn’t doubt Gracelyn could be
turned by the right person because everyone had a tipping
point.

“He was killing my
roommate,” she responded. “I heard them fighting, and I was—I was
terrified he’d know I was there, but I wanted to help
her.”

“Shh,” Alexi said and
squeezed her hand. Gracelyn might have once been well trained, but
she’d been out of the game long enough that her first instinct had
probably been self-preservation. “It’s okay, Gracelyn. So, you got
out of there.”

“I was about to and then
she got away from him and made it out into the hall. He came out of
her room behind her and killed her. I—I screamed.” Tears filled her
eyes, and she quickly wiped at them with one hand and
winced.

“Enough, Alexi,” Cattail
said. “Let her get some rest. She’s in pain.”

“I need to know who I’m
looking for, Cat, so shut the hell up or get out,” Alexi
retorted.

“I don’t know who he was,
but I heard her tell him her boss would never stop until he found
him. He said he didn’t care. He’d killed agents before.”

“Fuck,” Alexi growled, and
Gracelyn flinched. “Sorry, Gracelyn. You ran when he shot
her?”

“Yes. I had to.” She
pressed two fingers to her temple. “I didn’t have a weapon,” she
whispered.

“Okay, Alexi,” Cattail
said.

“Hush, damn it,” Alexi
growled. “Gracelyn, did he say anything when he attacked
you?”

“I—he told me to give you
a message.”

“Me?” Alexi asked softly.
“Why?”

“I-I called your name
hoping the guard would come help me,” she said in a small
voice.

“What was the message?”
Alexi quizzed.

“He was about to kill
her,” Cattail said.

“He was, and he said to
tell you Ortiz sends his regards.”

“Okay,” Alexi said,
managing to keep her tone even. Ramon Ortiz, the head of Gamma. He
ran women and drugs. “Honey, I want you to rest. We’ll move
you—”

“Please, don’t leave me
alone.”

“You’ll be safe,” Alexi
promised.

“Stay with me,” she said
reaching for Alexi. “Until I fall asleep?”

“Cattail.” Alexi motioned
to her as she moved away from the bed. The jaguar had no problems
comforting, but the desperation in the woman’s gaze ruffled the
cat’s fur. She was taken. “Gracelyn, we won’t be a minute,” Alexi
told her.

“Now you want me to talk?”
Cattail asked in irritation after they’d stepped outside the room,
and Alexi had pulled the door closed behind them.

“Stay with her till
surgery and after,” Alexi said, ignoring the chill in the woman’s
eyes. “And don’t make me ask twice, or I’ll kick your fucking ass
into the next millennium.”

Cattail hissed at her, and Alexi
allowed the cat to fill her eyes, and the ocelot
growled.

“Whoa, now,” Ace said.
“Alexi, don’t go there.”

“Fuck you, Ace,” Alexi
snarled. “This is my place. I want her safe. The bastard who did
this is a dead man.”

“I’m not getting in the
way of that,” Cattail said with a shrug.

“She’s not the skittish
girl I brought here two years ago, but she’s still a little
fragile,” Alexi said.

“It’s Zoe she wants,”
Cattail said. “She couldn’t take her eyes off her, but I can see
she needs someone to lean on tonight. I’m willing to be that
shoulder unless you’re getting Zoe up here.”

Alexi gave her an annoyed glare. “I
need Zoe downstairs, so this might be more than a one-night gig,”
Alexi said.

Cattail’s gaze went to Ace. “I have a
job, and Zoe’s the one she needs with her.”

“Ace?” Alexi asked.
“She’ll need someplace to stay. She can’t go back to her
place.”

“Cat can mind the door
while Zoe takes care of the girl,” Ace said to Alexi. “Cat, go on
back in.”

Cattail met Ace’s gaze. “We’ll talk
later,” she grumbled.

“We will,” Ace agreed and
pushed out a rough sigh. “What’s going on?” She waited until
Cattail had gone back into the room to ask.

Alexi shook her head and started
walking. Ace followed her to her office.

“She told me Ortiz’s hit
man tried to kill her.”

“Ortiz?” Ace asked
carefully. “Alexi, you realize this girl could be dragging you into
a situation against someone who’s not—”

“Ortiz has been quietly
moving into the city for the last year,” Alexi cut in. “He’s heavy
in the sex trade. Trafficking mostly in girls and some boys. He
also makes his own designer sex drugs.”

“What?”

“He’s a wolf shifter, and
he operates with a crew of wolf and dog shifters—mostly rottweiler
and German Shepard.”

“Huh?” Ace asked, and
Alexi almost laughed.

“Not all of our enemies
are human, Ace,” she said. “He makes his own brand of XTC and deals
heavily in it. He also deals in GHB, coke, and his trademark
Candy.”

“Candy?”

“It increases sex drive,
lowers inhibitions and it’s addictive depending on dosage,
frequency of usage, and the additives.”

“He makes various kinds?”
Ace asked.

“Yeah. One brand is for
the girls and boys he can’t control with fear, and one is for the
johns who want their girls to go all night. He might be mixing it
with coke or meth.”

“Trafficking is his number
one enterprise?”

“After the drugs,” Alexi
said. “I’ve heard rumors he’s interested in opening clubs like
mine, only with trafficked girls and boys between the ages of
fourteen and twenty-five.”

“What are you aiming to do
about him?”

“Not shit and neither are
you from what I hear you guys are doing these days,” Alexi said. “I
don’t care what other people do as long as they don’t piss on me
and mine.”

“So, you’re going to get
him for going after that girl, or do you expect Cattail or someone
to babysit her forever?”

“Oh, I’m going to get the
hitter,” Alexi told her, anger zinging through her. “And I suspect
that might lead me into a tangle with Ortiz.”

“And?”

“And depending on his
goals, I’ll drive the son of a bitch out of the city or end
him.”

Ace’s lips pulled into a tight line.
Her eyes were filled with determination. Alexi knew how much Ace
hated kiddy traffickers.

“I want Cattail in on
this,” Ace said finally.

“What I just heard you say
was you want a backdoor into this.”

“I won’t interfere unless
we have reason to,” Ace said. “Meaning, it’s your show, but I don’t
want shit like that in this city.”


Chapter Two

 


Ramon Ortiz took a sip of his favored
Columbian brew and sighed, savoring the warmth and flavor of the
delicate hint of cream he’d added. It brought out the bean’s
essence just enough.

“Shall I leave you two
alone?” a masculine voice quizzed, humor lacing it.

Ortiz opened his eyes to take in the
fit and sleek form of the hitter, Luis. He came highly recommended
and was a favorite of the Mexican cartels in the region.

His specialty was killing law
enforcement agents. None of his kills had ever been traced back to
him or the organizations he’d worked for. Luis was good at
eliminating heads of cartels as well.

“Is the agent dead?” Ortiz
demanded.

“Yes, but her roommate
came home while I was finishing up. She saw me,” he said, but there
was no hint of concern in his face which made something inside
Ramon go still.

“You took care of it?” he
asked carefully.

“Yes,” he said with a
shrug that bordered on arrogance. “The girl went running to Alexi
Russo. I heard you had plans to deal with Russo.”

“In my own way,” he said.
“You didn’t cause a scene?”

“What scene?” Luis asked.
“I merely killed her.”

“Good. I won’t have to
deal with any questions from Russo,” he said. “Did this roommate
work for Russo?” The reason she’d gone to Russo was a
problem.

No woman went running to her unless
they worked for her. If she had, Russo was going to have issue with
Luis. He’d heard she didn’t take it well when her girls were hurt
or killed.

He smiled. She’d make things a bit
more sporting, but he would emerge victorious in the end. She had
contacts, but contacts couldn’t defeat boots on the ground that
turned the streets red.

“Stick around. I’ll want
to use you again.”

“I had assumed.” He tossed
the small plastic case on the table. “I got this from the
woman.”

Ortiz picked it up. He got his phone
from the table next to him and inserted the card. The agent had
been gathering intel on him that could get him thrown in an
American jail cell for life.

He’d already just narrowly escaped a
prior charge and had no plans to do time.

He opened the file and his blood ran
cold.

“What is this?” Ortiz
demanded. “Some kind of joke?”

“That’s the information
she had on you that you were so gung-ho to get back.”

“There is nothing here,”
he snarled as he stared at a paragraph of question
marks.

Ortiz checked to see if there was
another file. There was, and he sighed. He opened it. Unlike the
first file there was something there in a tiny font. He increased
the size.

If you’re reading this Ortiz, that
means I’m dead. My roommate was my contingency plan, so if you want
the file, get it from Russo.


Chapter Three

 


She shivered.

Cold.

She was cold
again.

The chill of the room
seeped into her bones through the thinness of the blankets,
mirroring the weather raging outside. Frost kissed the windowpane
that was skirted by a dingy worn black fabric.

The knotty sheet beneath
her covered a pitiful mattress fitted to a narrow bed. The place
was like a hive. She could hear the others, breathing, softly, but
breathing. The vague scent of baby powder drifted on the
air.

They made them all wear
it. The deodorant, the soap, and even the perfumes. They had only
two. One with a hint of musk and the other that baby powder
scent.

Men loved it. It reminded
them of little girls, and they could be easily seduced into
thinking there was no danger.

“I can’t tell
yet.”

The voice penetrated the
dream, but she could still see his face. The hard black eyes and
the cruel smile on his lips as he prepared to hit her again made
her tremble.

She was tied down,
stripped bare beneath the glare of cold lights and the intrusive
eyes of other girls who might attempt to run.

They had to
see.

They had to know what
would happen to them if they were disobedient. The only way they
were getting out of this prison was death.

The belt smacked her ass.
Pain bit like a vicious dog, but she would not scream. Not ever
again would she give him the satisfaction. He’d have to beat her
lifeless tonight.

The belt came down on the
backs of her thighs. The last time—she’d promised herself it was
the last time—she’d let them know how much they hurt
her.

A handful of her hair was
in his hand and her head jerked to one side. He was looking for the
tears that always had her face wet by now.

“Ask me to stop,” he said
in a deceptively congenial tone. “Beg me to stop, and I’ll give you
surcease.”

Beg?

That would be akin to
gasoline on fire. He’d only hit her harder, beat her raw and bloody
just like all the times before. The beatings were designed to break
them more than punish them.

A bird with a broken wing
couldn’t fly.

“I said beg!” he screamed
and pressed her head against the mattress. “Beg, you worthless
little bitch. Beg!”

The rich aroma of coffee and soft
fingers on her forehead snatched her out of the dream, the hell
that she visited every night.

With a jerk, Gracelyn blinked, her
vision was blurry, and her head ached. But she was warm. The eyes
looking at her made her feel the slim thread of hope.

“Alexi,” she said
hoarsely.

“How do you feel,
Gracelyn? Amaya said you’d be well enough to leave the clinic in a
day or two. As it turns out, the bullet in your shoulder didn’t do
much damage.”

“What clinic?” she asked,
going rigid. A hospital? She wouldn’t be safe here. The hitman
would find her in a matter of hours.

“You’re at the club,”
Alexi told her.

Gracelyn sighed with her entire body.
She would probably have to move on even though from all she’d
heard, Alexi’s was the safest place to be with a killer after
her.

“Tell me why you were
living with an agent,” Alexi said. “Don’t lie to me, Gracelyn,
because unlike the hitter who tried to kill you yesterday, I will
actually finish you.”

Gracelyn’s blue eyes went wide as she
stared at her. Alexi walked over to the tray table which held a cup
and a pot of coffee. She poured her a cup.

“Help yourself to cream
and sugar,” Alexi invited with a flick of her hand.

She gave the pot and coffee a
skeptical look, and Alexi reached behind her drawing Gracelyn’s
attention to the action. The gun came into view, and she held her
breath.

“I’ll be using this, not
poison,” Alexi told her calmly. “Now, what is your connection to
Ortiz, the FBI, and your partner.”

“I-I don’t have any
connection to Ortiz,” she said in a small voice as fear constricted
her heart. “I’ve never met him. My roommate, we’re friends. That’s
all. I just found out she was an agent a few days ago.”

“How?” Alexi tucked the
gun into the front of her pants. She was tall, fit and those blue
eyes made her quite sexy.

She would call her dashing and with
that gun just hanging out like that, Alexi was truly a picture of a
woman Gracelyn could so fall for. Danger and all.

“Gracelyn,” Alexi snapped.
“Stop checking me out, sweetheart. No part of my body is on the
table, but my help you can have.”

Her cheeks burned. “I—no. I wasn’t
checking you out. I—the gun. It’s uh, off-putting.”

“Imagine how off-putting a
bullet to the brain will be,” Alexi said in a cold tone.

“I swear I’m not working
with the feds against you. I heard her on the phone, and she asked
me not to tell anyone anything I’d overheard.”

“Which was?”

“She was working
undercover for Breakers under Charles, but she found out her sister
was missing. She said she’d finally been located as part of a
train.”

“Traffickers,” Alexi
said.

“I guess. She said her
sister was going up for sale to the highest bidder, and she was
going to do whatever it took to get her back. Yesterday, she said
she had some information on where her sister was being held as well
as who’d taken her and names of other girls.”

“She give it to
you?”

“She told me if I had to
get out of the house in a hurry, not to forget the little tablet
she gave me as a music player. The model’s been discontinued years
ago, but she had one she wasn’t using. So, she gave it to me. It
was new.”

“Where is it?”

“There.” She nodded to the
nightstand. “I always have it with me here at work, and Amaya got
it for me from my locker.”

“Did she touch it, use it,
or otherwise borrow it recently?”

“No.” She shook her
head.

Alexi walked to the nightstand. “You
won’t mind if I borrow it,” she said.

“N—it’s just my music. I
listen while I work.”

Alexi removed the player and powered
it on. She spent a few minutes playing with it before she lifted a
brow. “I was going to send you away for safekeeping, but I’m going
to have to keep you here,” Alexi told her.

“Keep me here?” Gracelyn
asked carefully.

“You’ll be free to move
around, just not leave,” Alexi told her. “I’ll put you up in a room
here.”

“I didn’t—I’m
not—”

“Not going to die today,”
Alexi told her. “I like you, Gracelyn. I don’t want to have to kill
you, but if you turn out to be a plant, you’re fertilizer,
baby.”

“I guess you are the
killer Rita said you were.”

“You won’t have to take
her word for it,” Alexi said. “Relax. Cattail will be back to play
with you later.”

“Cattail?”

“The woman who saved your
life last night,” Alexi replied.

“Not Zoe?” she asked,
consternation on her face. “I don’t need a babysitter. Zoe can just
check on me.”

Alexi lifted her brows. “You prefer
Zoe?” Zoe would kill her if she played her. Alexi would let
her.

“I just meant I know her.
I’d feel more comfortable.”

Alexi shrugged. “Zoe it is,” she
replied. “I’ll get this back to you in a bit.”

Gracelyn nodded as Alexi left the
room. She had no idea what Alexi had found that was so interesting
on the player, but she was certain she’d find out.

On a lighter note,
Gracelyn was interested in being in close quarters with Zoe. She would
love to get to know her. She hadn’t had the guts to ask her out,
but maybe she wouldn’t have to now.


Chapter Four

 


Alexi slipped into the reception area
of her office to find her assistant, Max, behind his
desk.

“Morning, boss,” he said
throwing her a look. “Got a message for ya.”

She stopped, looking down at the
attractive dark-haired male whose brown eyes were like caramel.
“From who?” she asked curiously.

“Guy called himself
Roderigo Ruiz,” Max said. “He said his boss wants to arrange a
playdate with you.”

“Ruiz?”

“Rottweiler shifter, and
Ortiz’s right-hand man.” He shrugged. “I came up against him a few
times in the past. He’s tenacious, but nothing hard to
handle.”

 “And Ortiz?”

“I think he’s half wolf,
but he can’t do a full shift,” he said. “That’s why he surrounds
himself with those who can.”

She hadn’t known that. “So, Ortiz
wants to meet or is he sending his emissary?”

“Ruiz said Ortiz wanted
the meet at Baker’s Dixie Line.”

“Arrange it for—” She
glanced at her watch. “Forty-five minutes from now. Tell Slate to
get ready to roll and bring along a few friends.”

“I’ll call her first and
then him,” he said.

“Good.”

“Your lady called down for
you. She said she’s going for brunch with her cousin.”

“Fine,” Alexi said. “I’ll
check up on her later. Make those calls, pretty boy.” She slipped
into her office and dropped into her chair.

Alexi turned and attached the player
to the tablet on her desk and downloaded the files onto it. She
then opened one and looked at her device.

The files were of a location, names,
and pictures of girls. There was also a video included. Alexi
opened the file.

It was a brief conversation between
Ortiz and Austen Cooley, who was now dead. Ortiz would back Cooley
in exchange for a share in the new club he and his brother had been
planning to open.

Alexi had taken charge of both the
unfinished club and the thriving one. She’d closed the one down for
inventory and cleansing it of drugs, but she’d open it back up
soon. As for the nearly finished one, she had no real use for it,
but she might open it all the same.

It could be a money maker, but she was
thinking of selling it along with the third club she’d picked up
which belonged to her mate’s grandmother and uncle.

Ortiz’s plan had been to aid Austen
and his brother in gaining their freedom from Breakers as long as
they allowed him to move drugs through their club as well as sex.
He wanted to add a second floor for prostitution.

She smiled. Probably what he wanted to
see her about. Well, fuck him. He’d gone after one of her girls.
That couldn’t be allowed no matter what the girl’s connection to
the agent was.

The last file on the card brought a
frown to her face. It was obviously one that the agent had
overheard. She viewed the pictures added to the file before closing
it. She sat back, wondering if she should do anything with the
information or just mind her own business.

She wasn’t the morality police, but
she didn’t hold with forced prostitution or trafficking either.
Still, it wasn’t her job to go after people like Ortiz. She blew
out a breath, deciding to sit on what she had for now.

She’d use it if it became necessary.
Alexi would also assign a few people to check things out. Ortiz
might change his plan if he knew the agent had gotten this in—that
could be partially why Gracelyn had been attacked.

If it was, Ortiz wouldn’t stop coming
until he was certain Gracelyn didn’t have the information, which
meant she’d have to throw her to the wolves or go after
him.

“Alexi?” Zoe called and
rapped on the door.

“Come in. Max, get me a
couple of drives—card or thumb.”

“Coming up,” Max called as
Zoe opened the door.

“What’s up?” Zoe asked as
she came in trailed by Slate.

“Take over,” Alexi said as
she rose. “Tell Cattail to mind the store when you go up to check
on Gracelyn.”

“Me? Why do I have to
babysit her?” Zoe asked, unease in her voice.

“She’s comfortable with
you, and you know every inch of this club as well as I do. You’ll
know the minute she plants something or does anything to hurt
us.”

Zoe nodded slowly and Alexi cursed.
There was interest in those eyes.

“Sure.”

“Don’t fuck me over for a
piece of ass, Zoe,” she warned. Zoe was an old friend and Alexi
would hate to lose her over a woman. However, she’d not only kill
Gracelyn, but she’d kill Zoe, too.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,”
she retorted.

Max came in holding up two devices.
“Need me to do anything with these?”

“Not yet,” she said and
took the items. “Thanks. Back Zoe up from now on when I’m not here
unless I give other instructions.”

“Course,” he said with a
shrug. “Ortiz said he’d be there, and he’d appreciate it if you
kept it civil and left the muscle at home.”

Alexi snorted. Fucking men. They
always wanted to give her orders like she was back in
sneakers.

“Yeah, okay,” Alexi
said.

Max flashed her a grin as he exited,
and Alexi set about copying the files.

“He’s kidding right?”
Slate demanded. “Bastard has no less than three with him at all
times. He’s too weak to do his own dirty work.”

“He’s a wolf breed,” Alexi
said. “Can’t shift, but he’s likely got every other
perk.”

“Oh, goody,” Slate
murmured. “Attack dog who thinks he’s all that and a one-man army.
I like it.”

Alexi grinned. “Who’s going with
us?”

“Reese and Kendall,” Slate
answered. “Cattail’s here to see Gracelyn. She wants to know when
she’s being moved.”

“I’m not sure I trust
her,” Alexi commented. “She was living with an agent who was on
Ortiz’s ass and probably trying to pump her for intel on
us.”

“She hasn’t been asking
around,” Zoe told her. “I’ll have someone go check out the
apartment.”

“Good idea, and check the
streets to see what else you can find out about this agent as well
as Gracelyn’s activities off the job.”

“Already on it,” Zoe told
her.

Alexi removed the drives she’d
attached to her computer. She pushed back her chair and started to
push her desk back, but Zoe and Slate picked it up and moved it.
She peeled out the carpet squares that covered the safe.

Alexi opened it and tossed in the
drives before removing a box of rounds.

She was done playing games. If she had
to shoot something today, she wanted maximum impact. These rounds
were specially designed according to Sergei, her grandfather, to
split on impact.

Chances of survival were slim to
none.

She closed the safe and replaced the
squares before standing. They replaced the desk and Alexi unlocked
her desk drawer and removed her Sig. This was one of her favorites
with the blue plate and jaguar head. She removed the clip and added
a fresh one.

“Let’s ride,” Alexi
said.

“What are those?” Slate
asked, her brown eyes curious.

“R.I.P.s,” Alexi told her.
“More are on the way for your Glock.”

“The only bullet we’ll
ever need. Cool,” Slate said. “About time we started using some
serious shit.”

Alexi rolled her eyes. “Later, Zoe,”
she said as she tucked the gun in the shoulder holster she wore
today.

On the way to the garage, Reese and
Kendall joined them. Alexi let Slate drive as she gave instructions
to the three for their placement once they reached Baker’s Dixie
Line.

When they arrived, there were only a
few cars in the lot and one was the owner’s.

The club was notorious for being an
upscale hangout for the bad elements like herself and Ortiz, but
Alexi never frequented the club except for meetings like this. She
didn’t like the vibe.

They all got out and Reese and Kendall
broke off from them, Kendall heading one way and Reese the other.
Slate stayed with her as they entered the club. The front door was
unlocked and the club’s owner sat at the bar with two
others.

“Baker.” Alexi nodded to
him.

He returned it. “Two,” he said. “Keep
it clean. I don’t want to have to replace anything.”

Alexi ignored the last as she led the
way to the room. Outside, two men were on the door and one moved to
block Slate’s path. Alexi back-handed him while Slate put the other
on his ass.

“Be good, boys,” Alexi
warned and both growled at her. She chuckled. “Save the drama for
your papa.”

The door opened and an olive-skinned
man peered out with black eyes. “It’s Russo,” he said.

“Show her in.”

Alexi stepped inside with Slate on her
heels.

“I asked you to keep it
civil,” Ortiz said from the table where he sat with a pot of
aromatic coffee before him and two cups.

“Give it up,” Alexi
muttered. “And tell me what you want.”

Slate stayed by the door with his man
while Alexi joined Ortiz at the table. The man was tall, as she
knew from experience, but only a head taller than her. His rich
olive skin bore a tiny scar on the jaw and his sienna eyes were
hard as diamonds.

“I asked for the meet to
discuss the fact you have something that belongs to me. Two things
in fact.”

“Which are?” she asked
leaning back in the chair as he poured her a cup of
coffee.

“Two clubs and a bitch,”
he said. He pushed the cup to Alexi, and she gave it a brief look
before meeting his gaze again. “I want them back.”

“Clubs?”

“Maroon and an unnamed
one,” he said. “To be named upon my completion. Austen Cooley and I
were partners.”

“In cases like this I’d
ask for deeds, proof of ownership,” she said pushing the cup away.
“But I know you don’t own the clubs. The woman?”

“Gracelyn
Maddox.”

“Gracelyn is mine,” Alexi
told him icily. “Has been for years now.”

“She has something that
belongs to me,” Ortiz told her. “And I want it back, or she’s a
dead woman.”

“She doesn’t know anything
about what the agent was up to,” Alexi retorted.

“Not what I hear. I want
her blood on my hands and I want the evidence the agent had,” he
told her and paused to take a sip of his coffee. “I also want those
clubs.”

“Not happening,” Alexi
told him with a shrug. “Gracelyn doesn’t have anything, but now I’m
real curious what you’re trying to hide.”

“Don’t fuck with me,
Russo. I’m not a lackey. Neither am I Rayne or Felix. I will put
your ass down like a worthless horse.”

“Go for it,” she said. “If
you’re man enough to do it yourself, but I doubt it.”

He growled and reached for her with a
clawed hand that she blocked even as she came to her feet. Alexi
moved deftly and kicked the leg of his chair, causing it to tip. As
he rocked to one side, she clamped her hand around his neck and
slammed his head into the table.

“Gracelyn doesn’t have
anything on you, and I own those clubs fair and square. Cooley lost
them to me, and I plan to keep me one and sell the
other.”

He knocked her hand away and came to
his feet. Ortiz swung out, and Alexi brought up her arm to block
only to have
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