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SECOND CHANCE SUCCUBUS




Everyone deserves a second
chance...

As an ancient succubus, Lady Aislynn is
cursed to survive off sexual energy for eternity. To live without
killing, Aislynn runs the Underground, a pleasure club in Las Vegas
where she safely feeds on the ample eroticism of her patrons. A
murder inside her club threatens the haven she’s built, even as it
brings unwanted attention—and possible salvation—in the form of two
handsome brothers, both in search of the truth.

Werewolves Chayse and Nik Wolffe
haven’t seen each other in five years, and the last place they
expect to cross paths is a strip club. The detective and PI find
their cases intertwining around the enticing Aislynn and her club.
Nik may believe in Aislynn’s innocence, but Chayse knows all too
well the destructive power of a succubus. He’s determined to keep
himself and Nik free of her spell.

Nik’s missed sharing lovers with his
brother, but Chayse seems dead-set against reconciling the past or
building a future. Luckily fate, and the Goddess, may have plans
for the two embattled werewolves and the succubus with love enough
for them both.
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Chapter One




 


Drip, drip, drip.

The soft patter of liquid against a
hard surface echoed in the silent room. A muted glow from recessed
lighting barely touched the growing pool on the floor below the
hanging silhouette. The soft hum filtered through the quiet space
as the air conditioning units clicked on and the silent form swayed
gently, twisting until the light illuminated the face.

Eyes wide and glassy, horror marked the
slack features stretched around a ball gag. The arms had been bound
behind the back, pressing the torso forward against the bands of
the confining cage in which the body hung. Wicked slash marks
strafed the exposed portions of skin on the legs between the cage
bands in jagged cuts. The genitals remained untouched and slack
against the great, crimson swath painting the inner thighs down to
the ankles.

The soft pattering continued, each
scarlet drop from the heels increasing the spreading
stain.

Another body lay against the base of
one concrete wall, the ribs rising and falling with life. Dressed
in black leather thigh-high boots with stiletto heels and a brocade
corset, the woman rested face down like an abandoned ragdoll. The
tools of her trade lay strewn about the room as if someone had
swept them off their perch in a toddler’s tantrum. Paddles of
different sizes sat scattered over a flogger and a metal chain with
small, rubber clamps on the ends. Several other ball gags decorated
the floor as if a juggler had dropped his toys in haste.

The cage holding the body slowly turned
in the morbid light and the subtle dripping continued with brutal
repetition.

 


****

 


Nik Wolffe smelled her long before he
saw her. The human woman wore enough perfume to make up the entire
perfume counter at Macy’s, and he held his breath, praying to
anyone listening that she’d pass his office on another errand. His
hopes crashed and burned as a feminine silhouette paused before the
clouded glass then the handle swept toward the floor and the door
opened.

The woman looked to be in her early
forties with a few silver strands in her mousy brown hair gathered
in a neat ponytail at the base of her neck. Her faded blue eyes
darted around the room as she courteously closed the door behind
her with a soft click. When she saw Nik she grimaced and rubbed the
gold cross at her throat as if to gather her courage.

“May I help
you?”

“Are you Nik Wolffe,
Private Investigator?” Her voice held worry and fatigue.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Your ad on Google said
you could find anyone in Las Vegas.”

Nik nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She bit her bottom lip and
settled herself gingerly in the chair across from his desk. He
wished he’d thought to turn the ceiling fan off before she came in.
Her Eau de Macy’s wafted in repeated swaths across his senses with each pass of
the faux wooden blades.

When she didn’t say more, Nik leaned
his elbows on his desk and tried to smile through the
stench.

“Why don’t we start with
your name?”

“Why don’t we start with
whether or not you can find who I’m looking for?”

The strength of her response surprised
him and he cracked a grin. “Yes, ma’am. Who are you looking
for?”

“My husband.”

Nik raised his eyebrows. “Okay. What is
your husband’s name?”

“Richard Johnson.” As he
took a breath to say something, she added tersely, “Yes, I know
it’s a common name. But he was here with the Nebraska Tractor
Consortium conference at the Desert Oasis Casino and he should have
been home three days ago. No one has seen or heard from him since
Thursday evening.”

Nik’s gaze rested on the little wooden
desk calendar, five rotating blocks carved with the day, month, and
date. Monday, February 10th. He glanced back at the determined
woman.

“That seems a bit quick
for you to be here, Mrs. Johnson. It takes twenty-four hours to
file a missing person.”

“Yes, and it has
been three days,
Mr. Wolffe.”

“Why didn’t you go to the
police first?”

“I did. They told me I had
to wait.” She raised her chin in challenge. “I came to find my
husband when he wouldn’t answer my texts or calls. He
never goes this long
without contacting me. Something is wrong. I can only assume it’s
this cesspool of sin.” She wrapped her hand around her gold cross
and squeezed until her knuckles turned white.

Nik kept his voice level. “So you
thought you should come here to look for him?”

“I want to be here when
he’s found.”

What if he doesn’t want to
be found? Guys often came to Vegas to
escape life at home. He’s probably here
for his mistress.

“Where was he when you
last heard from Mr. Johnson?” Nik pulled out his tablet and light
pen to take notes.

“At his hotel. He said he
was going out that night, but he’d be back in time to catch his
flight out early the next morning.” Nik heard genuine concern in
her voice. “He never made his flight.”

“And he’s staying at the
Desert Oasis?”

“Yes.”

Nik wrote notes directly into his
tablet with his stylus. “Did he have any friends or associates he
saw regularly that might have been with him either at the
conference or wherever he went that night?”

“He knew a lot of them.
They were on his sales team.” She frowned and rubbed her hands
together. “He was closest with Paul Hemmings, my brother. He was
here at the conference with Richard.”

“Have you heard from Mr.
Hemmings since the end of the trip?”

“Yes. My sister-in-law
said he returned home as scheduled.”

“Did he say anything about
your husband’s whereabouts?”

“No. They had different
flights.”

Nik wondered if Mr. Johnson had a
gambling habit and went off the grid to hide it from his wife. “Did
your husband gamble?”

“Oh no, never.” She shook
her head emphatically. “He was never interested in that. He never
visited any of the casinos here or at home.”

“How often did he come
here?”

“Twice a year. This was
his first of this year. It’s their annual convention and they
always come here.” She grimaced and glanced down at her hands. “He
comes a second time to meet face to face with his Nevada clients.
He’s very hands-on.”

Might have mistress or
gambling problem. Check contacts in the casinos,
Nik wrote.

“What about a mistress?”
When Mrs. Johnson drew back like he’d slapped her, he added, “I’m
just trying to be thorough, ma’am. Is there a possibility he had
another woman?”

“No.” Her lips compressed
so tightly the skin around them turned white. “Richard was happy
and we never had any…sexual problems.”

Nik nodded, but her scent
conveyed her doubt. Poor woman. The
bastard probably was playing on the side if he kept coming back
twice a year.

“Okay. Here’s how this
works. The price is two thousand for time and expenses simply to
locate and snap a few pictures.” Nik pulled out a standard
contract. “If at such time as I find him, you want more intensive
surveillance, we’ll renegotiate for costs. Does that a sound
fair?”

Mrs. Johnson heaved a sigh. “Yes, Mr.
Wolffe.”

“Good. Initial here and
here, and sign and date at the bottom.”

The scratch of the pen
seemed loud in the silent room, but the woman’s scent pulled back a
little from fear and tension. She must
think finding her husband is a done deal with the signature.
That hadn’t been his experience, but he wouldn’t
rush to judgment just yet.

“Thank you, Mrs. Johnson.”
Nik separated the copies for her to keep. “How would you like to
pay? Cash or credit card?”

The woman grimaced, but fished out her
wallet. “I’d like this to be a cash transaction.”

Nik nodded. That was often the case in
his business. Most folks didn’t want a record of their visit.
“Would you like a receipt?”

“No, the contract is
sufficient.”

After Nik took the cash,
he took down all the information she had on her husband’s trip.
Hotel, known associates, friends, favorite locations around Las
Vegas. Richard Johnson seemed like a fairly ordinary guy.
According to his wife. He held back a grimace. Most of the men he trailed hid
everything they could from their wives.

“Well, Mrs. Johnson, I
truly hope this two grand is a waste of your money.”

“What do you mean by that,
Mr. Wolffe?”

“I hope we find your
husband doing nothing more than getting lost on a binge in some
casino or stumbling in drunk to his hotel instead of something more
sinister.”

Her expression hardened. “For his sake,
I do, too, Mr. Wolffe.”

Aw hell. Maybe he did come
here for relief from this woman.

Mrs. Johnson retreated out
his door and Nik surveyed his notes, wondering where this story
would go. Hopefully, this guy just got a
little lost and he’ll be home soon. But
something about the case made Nik’s gut tighten and his nose
twitch.

Time to make some phone
calls and start tracking the guy down. Goddess, I hope he’s not still in bed with his
mistress.


 


Chapter
Two




 


Las Vegas had the nickname of the
Capitol of Second Chances, but this guy wouldn’t get one
tonight.

“No doubt it’s a
murder.”

Detective Chayse Wolffe
looked up from his notes at the owner of the voice and tried to
shove away his disgust. What was your
first clue, genius? The uniformed cop
grimaced at the dead body and crossed himself.

“We’ll know after we study
the forensic evidence.” Chayse turned back to his work.

The body of the middle
aged man sat slumped against the dirty alley wall just outside the
Hump & Bump strip club. At first glance, he looked like he’d
fallen asleep after too much alcohol during a strip tease. But upon
closer inspection, Chayse noted ligature marks on his wrists below
his shirt cuffs and an odd set of bruises on either side of his
mouth. Looks like you’ve been gagged, my
dead friend.

“What’ve we got, Wolffe?”
Chayse’s boss, Maxine Peterson, tossed her fiery red mane over one
shoulder as she stopped beside him.

“One dead white male, I’d
say mid-forties, and smells like he took a bath in coconut suntan
oil.”

“Name?”

“Richard William Johnson,
according to his Nebraska driver’s license. And all his money and
credit cards were in his wallet. Homeless guy took it off him, but
surrendered it as soon as we arrived.”

“So, not a robbery, then.”
Peterson tilted her head to get a better look at the victim’s face.
“Are those bruises on his mouth?”

“Looks like.”

She crouched and lifted a cuff with her
gloved finger, exposing the marks on one wrist. “Looks like Mr.
Johnson got himself all tied up with nowhere to go.”

“Yes, it does.” Chayse
tipped the man’s head to the side. “The marks go all the way around
his cheeks. I’d guess he was gagged at one point.”

“Tortured?”

Chayse frowned as he
scanned the pale body. All the blood is
gone from this guy. “I don’t know. Hard to
tell. We’ll have to give him to the Medical Examiner to find out.
But here’s what’s weird. He’s got these marks on him and he looks
like he’s lost a lot of blood, but his clothes are clean and
there’s no blood here.”

“So he was killed
somewhere else and dumped here.” Maxine sighed and shot a look at
the lurid neon flashing in the entry to the alley. “Tourists. I
still can’t figure out why they would come to this kind of place
for a good time. Takes all kinds, I guess.”

Chayse nodded, but caught sight of
something sticking out of the jacket pocket. He pulled it free with
his gloved hand. The glow of the neon lights highlighted a paper
napkin with the silhouette of a woman hidden behind two large fig
leaves posed beneath the words “Eve’s Paradise.”

“I think we might be
farther afield than we thought, Lieutenant.” He held up the napkin.
“Mr. Johnson may have been visiting a couple of different places
tonight.”

Maxine groaned. “Great. I’ll get
Michaels and Patterson to check out the Hump & Bump. You and
Jamison go visit Eve’s Paradise, and we’ll see who gets lucky
tonight.”

“Will do. I’ll finish up
here at the scene and head over there.” Chayse threw his head back
and inhaled. The scents of urine, stale alcohol, and vomit perfumed
the air of the alley, but no blood. So not
brought from somewhere close.

“What are you doing,
Wolffe?” Maxine raised her eyebrows. He’d forgotten she didn’t
often come out to the crime scenes anymore.

“Taking in the scents of
the scene. Do you see or smell any blood?”

She spun slowly in a circle. “No. But
we knew he was dumped here.”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t even
smell like alcohol, just the usual rot. Bet he’s been here about
three days or so given the stench and bloating. The ME will have to
confirm, but I suspect this guy was sober when he was killed.”
Chayse looked at the pallid skin on the corpse’s neck.
No bite marks so not vampires this time. Thank
the Goddess. Covering up Elder Race
murders was a pain in the ass. “There’s no visible exit wound for
his blood loss, but maybe the autopsy will give us a clue about
it.” He rose and scanned the napkin in his hand. “I’m done here.
I’ll head over to Eve’s Paradise and see what kinds of things I can
sniff out.”

Maxine nodded. “All right.” She waved
to the ME patiently waiting to collect the body while the other
crime scene techs gathered up the evidence bags and headed for the
truck. “I’ll go back with the evidence and get the team started.
God, I hate being out here in the trenches.” She wrinkled her nose
and shuddered. “I prefer the lab and the evidence on a clean
table.”

Chayse chuckled. “Yeah, I remember that
feeling when I switched over from CSI tech to detective. It ain’t
pretty out here, boss.”

“No. Humans are
disgusting.”

He laughed.
You have no idea. “Yes
they are.”

“Who found the
body?”

“Homeless guy going
through the trash. With the days warming up, no one noticed the
extra flies buzzing around.”

Maxine turned a little green. “Dear
God. All right, has anyone talked to him?”

“Yeah, Jamison took his
statement. He protested up one side and down the other he didn’t
kill the poor bastard, though he had gone through his pockets
searching for money. That’s how we got the wallet.”

She shrugged. “Other than the ID, the
dead guy isn’t gonna use the cash.” Maxine had a rare pragmatic
streak when it came to the dead.

“Yep. I figure the cash
might go missing before it reaches the evidence locker
tonight.”

“How much was
there?”

“Seventy-five
dollars.”

“Yeah, I can see how that
might be misplaced.” She also had a soft spot for the
disenfranchised, having been a runaway back in the day. “You know
what? Why don’t you let me take care of the cash.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Let me know how it
goes with the Eve’s Paradise proprietor. She’s smart and wily, but
usually pretty fair.”

“You’ve met her?” Chayse
raised an eyebrow.

Maxine shook her head. “No, just her
assistant. But she helped with the breakup of that underground
reverse sex ring with the infamous Madame LeBeau. Lady Aislynn gave
us tips on where to find the LeBeau’s underlings around the
Strip.”

That had been a huge operation for the
LVMPD and the undercover cop who’d brought a victim out alive. A
Navy SEAL as he recalled. It was before Chayse’s time with Metro,
but they were still talking about it. The cop had since retired and
moved away.

“Right. I’ll keep that in
mind.”

“Good. See you back at the
lab when you’re done.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He watched
Maxine saunter away from the corner of his eye as he took an extra
picture of the dead man with his phone. Don’t worry, Mr. Johnson, we’ll find your killer and remind
him that what happens in Vegas follows you everywhere.
And didn’t Chayse just know it.

He shoved the unsettling thoughts away
as he waved to his partner. Solving murders helped him focus on the
now rather than the past, and the past was better left alone. But
something in his gut warned him he might be facing it sooner than
he’d hoped.


 


Chapter
Three




 


It didn’t take long for Nik to find out
from the concierge of the Desert Oasis Hotel and Casino which
haunts Mr. Johnson frequented most. The Desert Oasis always hosted
the NMC conference bi-annually and Johnson was a favorite of the
staff. He apparently tipped well and always strove to be flexible
and relaxed when visiting.

“He was a big fan of
visiting Eve’s Paradise Strip Club, which I told the police when
they came looking for him.” The older woman behind the counter gave
Nik a saucy wink. “Went there every night he stayed in
Vegas.”

Guess they finally took Mrs.
Johnson’s advice to look into her husband’s location.

Nik nodded. “And did he ever check out
of the hotel?”

“Let me check.” She tapped
the keys on the console. “Yes. Someone checked him out on Friday
and made sure the bill was paid. There were some items left in his
room when housekeeping came through that afternoon, but Mr. Johnson
wasn’t there.”

“What did you do with
these items?”

“They’re currently being
stored in the hotel’s lost & found. Why?”

“Can you please hold them
for a Mrs. Louise Johnson? I’ll contact her to collect
them.”

“Oh, of course.” She wrote
a note and tapped at the computer. “There, all done. Is there
anything else I can do for you today, Mr. Wolffe?” She smiled a coy
smile and dipped her chin playfully. “If you’re headed to Eve’s,
maybe I could meet you there after my shift ends.”

Nik raised his eyebrows and gave a
non-committal smile. “Nope, that’s all I need. And thanks for the
offer, but when I’m on the clock, it’s an all or nothing sort of
thing. I appreciate the information, though.” He patted the counter
and headed for the doors.

“The offer still
stands.”

He waved as he sailed out
of sight and shook his head. He doubted she’d like the kind of sex
he went for, and he really didn’t have an interest in starting
anything romantic at the moment. Too many
memories of the last real relationship gone to hell.
Nik turned his mind to Eve’s Paradise and his gut
clenched. The strip club was a legal front to the Underground, a
club catering to the more alternative types of love. He should
know. He was a card-carrying member.

He tried to think if he’d ever seen the
man Mrs. Johnson described come in, but he rarely stayed up in the
public strip club while visiting. His attention always centered on
the playrooms downstairs. Nik frowned as he climbed into his truck
and pulled out of the parking garage. Had he seen Johnson down
there? Could the man also be a member of the
Underground?

Nothing came to mind as he drove the
backstreets of Vegas toward Eve’s. February in Vegas often
sustained high winds, but this evening sat still and cool. He drove
with his windows cracked and inhaled the cool night air. A heavy
wetness flavored the city atmosphere, and the possibility of rain
made him smile. All Vegas residents rejoiced when the sky opened
up.

Nik parked his Chevy pickup outside of
Eve’s Paradise, one of the premier gentleman’s clubs, and grimaced.
The place was crawling with cops, which didn’t bode well for his
investigation. Personally, more than professionally. Not only was
Eve’s Paradise a cover for the Underground, the clandestine BDSM
club, but if the cops had arrived, most likely so had his twin
brother.

Fuck.

They hadn’t spoken since
Chayse severed their ties over a woman. Nik’s rage had ebbed, but
it simmered below the surface, and he didn’t want it erupting
during an investigation. He grabbed his tablet and keys, and locked
the truck. I’m following leads, that’s why
I’m here. No one else needs to know my familiarity with the
place. Especially not his
brother.

He zipped up his leather
jacket against the cool February night and headed for the entrance.
He passed the flashing lights of three cop cars and scanned the
officers. All this for a traffic
stop? The guy seated in the back argued
about the legality of his actions.

“Hey, Wolffe, what’re you
doing here?”

Nik paused and gave a one-shouldered
shrug. “Investigating a lead. What you got there,
Hendricks?”

“Sex bust. Guy claims he
didn’t know she was under-aged or that Vegas doesn’t allow
prostitution within Clark County.” The uniform shook his head.
“That damn ‘what happens in Vegas’ line again.”

Nik grimaced. “Yeah, they think it
won’t matter here. Good luck.”

“Yeah, you too. Detective
Wolffe is inside. You on the same case again?”

Nik shrugged again as his gut sank.
“Dunno. I guess I’ll find out. Thanks, Hendricks.”

The cop waved and went back to his
partner while Nik headed for the entrance to the Eve’s. He had the
keys to the kingdom, but he hesitated to enter while his brother
shared the space.

Ah, let it go. It’s been
five years. Get over it already.

He swung the door open and stepped
inside, allowing the odd calm to settle over him. The proprietor,
Lady Aislynn, had some sort of sound machine working in the club to
make the attendees feel at ease as soon as they entered. His
superior hearing caught it every time he walked in, but he never
pinpointed the source.

The energy had shifted tonight with the
presence of his brother and his partner Jamison talking to the
proprietor’s assistant, Felicia. Tension sang along with ripples of
sexual interest and the even the dancers on stage seemed nervous.
Nik shrugged it away and scanned the room for any other cops, but
only the two investigators were visible. Felicia gestured toward a
door at the end of the bar, and Nik took a step in their direction
before something else caught his attention.

Scent of blood?

Nik swung his gaze back
toward the dancers, but the blood scent faded. Damn the air
conditioning. The current in the room made pinpointing the smell
difficult. He’d smelled blood in the Underground, but not up here
in the main portion of the strip club. Did
Felicia over-imbibe? Though the lovely
woman’s main source of sustenance came from the human patrons,
she’d never smelled like blood so strongly before.

Nik strode toward his brother and the
other cop, but when the scent of blood hit his nose again, he
diverted to chase after it. A few other patrons nodded toward him
as he moved through, the minute dip of a chin to acknowledge his
presence. He was known to a select few as Master Canin in the
Underground, but tonight he had to keep that persona under
wraps.

Waiting until the cops had disappeared
through the door to the upstairs office, Nik tried to ferret out
why there’d be so much blood scent in the air up here in the club.
He knew some folks really enjoyed the impact and knife play in the
playrooms downstairs, but the scent had never been so pronounced.
All his instincts screamed a warning as he slipped through the
Underground door and down the steps.

Fuck, how much blood did one
of the Masters spill tonight?

No one else appeared in the hallways as
the lights on motion detectors lit his way. He worked his way
toward the more extreme playrooms. The blood scent disappeared
abruptly and the sting of a strong cleanser burned his nose. Nik
coughed and paused, his eyes watering with the strength of the
cleaning solution.

Holy shit, what the hell is
going on?

The solvent didn’t come
from the playrooms where he expected to find it and he continued
through the hallways aligned like the fingers of a Buddha’s Hand
fruit. Too bad it doesn’t smell like one.
I could really go for some lemon zest right now.
Nik wiped his eyes as he
closed in on one of the dungeon-like rooms where some clients
preferred to be bound or whipped. Even when the Masters broke skin
with their toys, they didn’t need so much solvent to clean up
afterward.

The overpowering stench of astringent
wafted out of a dungeon with authentic looking hewn stone walls. An
Iron Maiden cage hung from the ceiling and a thick wooden table
crouched against one wall. Everything reeked of cleanser, but the
strongest concentration sat in the middle of the floor below the
cage.

Nik scanned the bars in
the dim light from recessed bulbs, but it showed no sanguinary
discoloration. Despite the cleanliness of the room, Nik grimaced.
Someone had bled a lot in this room. Enough to probably die from
it. Shit, has there been a murder in the
Underground?

He bet no one had told Metro, but if
his brother was smart, he’d catch the scent of blood and solvent.
Nik backed out of the room and firmly closed the door before wiping
the handle down with a bandana. The last thing he needed was his
brother figuring out he’d been there. Chayse used his nose as well
as his training to see more than the average detective and he’d
scent Nik.

Which means he’s gonna
know my proclivities real quick.

Nik retraced his steps toward the
gentleman’s club as quickly as he could. He needed to speak to
Felicia and find out what had happened. He suspected he wouldn’t
like the news. And if his brother was here, it would get
complicated real fast.


 


Chapter Four




 


She’s lying.

Chayse met the serene gaze of the
vampire in front of him and tried not to choke on the stench of her
deception. They’d tracked Richard William Johnson to Eve’s Paradise
through the concierge of his hotel and the scent of blood permeated
the whole room. It was subtle close to the door, but increased in
intensity as Felicia Amberhall met them at the bar.

His partner Jamison didn’t seem to
notice, but he was human and wouldn’t have any idea the woman
speaking to them used his species for sustenance.

Felicia must have sensed Chayse’s
disbelief because she raised her chin and smiled. “As I said
before, Detectives, I can confirm Mr. Johnson was here with a
friend from seven-thirty to nine-thirty, but after that I have no
knowledge of where he went or what happened to him.”

The fetid untruth made him want to
wrinkle his nose, but Chayse had no way to get her to say
differently with his human partner standing so close.

“What happened at
nine-thirty?” Jamison didn’t sound convinced, either.

“I had my mistress to
attend to. She was feeling poorly.”

That rang true and Chayse briefly
wondered what had afflicted the owner of the club. “We’d like to
speak with Lady Aislynn as soon as it’s convenient.”

“Of course. I will be sure
to give her your message.” That at least was the truth.

Chayse dug out one of his
cards just before the scent of his twin brother hit his nose. His
gaze swung around the lavish club, a mixture of anger, fear, and
guilt suffusing his chest. It’s been five
years and I did it to protect him. Let it go. But the ache for what he’d lost still burned his
heart.

Nik’s darker visage appeared at the end
of the bar, moving their way. Though they shared nearly the same
face, Nik stood two inches taller and had dark hair to Chayse’s
blond. He was also fifteen minutes older, but those minutes meant
little now that they’d reached their late forties.

“Hey, Wolffe, isn’t that
your brother?” Jamison nudged Chayse’s shoulder.

“Yeah, it is.”

Felicia inhaled as she
turned to note Nik’s approach then shot a look at Chayse, one
elegant eyebrow lifting. Thanks a lot,
Jamison.

“Detective Wolffe.” Nik’s
voice held wariness. “Detective Jamison.”

“Nik.”

Jamison nodded and raised
an eyebrow at Chayse’s less than enthusiastic greeting. Nik didn’t
bat an eye, but his scent shifted toward irritation.
Right back atcha, buddy.

“What are you doing here,
Nik?” Chayse didn’t need his brother sticking his nose into police
business, especially in a place like this.

“I’m here on a case, but I
need to talk to you about it after I speak with Felicia. You got
some time?”

Chayse didn’t want to give his brother
time, not when it would likely bring up all the old hurts. But with
two other people standing there and listening, he’d look like an
asshole if he blew Nik off.

“Yeah, I got some time.
How’s tomorrow morning?” He glanced down at his watch. “Or rather,
later this morning? I got nothing on my schedule until the
afternoon.”

Nik nodded, some of the tension leaving
his body. “Sounds good. I’ll send you a text to nail down a
time.”

“Right.” Chayse focused
back on the vampire. “Thank you for your cooperation, Ms.
Amberhall. Please have Lady Aislynn contact me as soon as
possible.”

“Of course, Detective.”
Felicia gave him a blank smile that said precisely nothing, but her
gaze slanted to Nik and one delicate eyebrow twitched.

Chayse closed his notebook
and nodded as he and Jamison headed out of the strip club. Goddess,
he hated the energy in the place. It’s
because of her. He wouldn’t name the demon
in the room, but he’d keep an eye on things. And he’d do what he
could to save Nik from it. Again.

 


****

 


“What the hell happened,
Felicia?” Nik followed the vampire across the club floor to the
offices behind the bar.

“To what are you
referring, Master Canin?”

The use of his Underground club name
didn’t faze Nik in the least as he crossed his arms over his chest.
He’d often used his size and mass to intimidate people into telling
him what he wanted to know, but this time it was defensive. Felicia
was a Domme in her own right, and men didn’t frighten
her.

“I mean the stench of
blood and strong cleaner in the Underground and the presence of the
police in Eve’s.”

Felicia put on her stoic mask, one
she’d perfected over the centuries, he suspected, and removed her
robe. Under it she wore a small red lacy baby doll that hid very
little and disguised nothing.

Nik didn’t allow his gaze
to drop even while his dick screamed, But
it’s red lingerie, right there, where you can touch it.
Women had used the tactic on men for millennia
and he wasn’t falling for it.

“There has been an
incident in the Underground. It’s been taken care of, and Lady
Aislynn is aware. The police are merely following up.” Felicia
dipped her head and raised an eyebrow. “What’s your interest in it,
Master Canin?”

“This wouldn’t have to do
with the disappearance of Richard Johnson from Nebraska, would
it?”

Both eyebrows went up. “What do you
know of him?”

“Only that he came to
Eve’s a couple of nights ago and never made it home.” He shrugged
one shoulder. “His wife showed up in my office and hired me to find
him.”

She scanned him with her cool gaze, her
face a stoic mask. “Why do you think I’d know about
him?”

Nik dropped his chin and stared at her
from under lowered brows. “Come on, Felicia. Give me a little
credit as an investigator. I tracked him here and you’re already
twitchy about him. Where is he?”

She sighed, but the mask didn’t slip.
“In the city morgue.”

Nik blinked. “Where?”

“The morgue, Master Canin.
Richard Johnson is dead.” She scowled. “Exsanguination. Such a
waste.”

Only a vampire would think
of exsanguination as a waste. Nik went
over the timeline in his head. “How do you know how he
died?”

“Because I found the body.
In the Underground.”

That must be where all the
blood I smelled came from. “He was killed
here?”

Felicia nodded, sitting in the chair
behind the desk. “I cleaned up the mess, dressed the body, and
dumped it in the alley at the Hump & Bump. We can’t have cops
in the Underground, Master Canin. You know this.”

“Yeah, I also know you
can’t let a murderer get away with this because what’s to stop him
from doing again?” Nik scowled. “Where was the body when you found
it?”

“In a cage suspended from
the ceiling.”

“Chewed bones.” He shook
his head. “We gotta find the perp, Felicia. Talk to Lady Aislynn
and get her take on it. I suggest you let Detective Wolffe back in
here to investigate.”

“But he’s a
cop.”

“He’s also one of the
Elder Races and knows how to keep a secret. Let him take a look at
the original crime scene and he’ll catch the bastard.”

Felicia tilted her head, her expression
thoughtful. “You have a lot of faith in Detective Wolffe, Master
Canin.”

Nik snorted. “I should. He’s my
brother.”

“That isn’t always enough,
trust me.” She shook her head and the corners of her mouth dropped.
“Family doesn’t always play fair.”

Nik nodded. “True, but I know Chayse.
He might be a dick in other ways, but betraying the Elder Races
isn’t his thing. His beef lies with something else. Give me a day
and I’ll find out more. In the meantime, talk to Lady Aislynn.
We’ll both have questions for her.”


 


Chapter Five


 


The predawn sky appeared
like a dappled blanket overhead as Nik trotted up a ridge line
above Red Rock Canyon in his Brother form. The air tasted cold and
wintery, a rarity in the Mojave Desert, but a welcome one before
the heat settled over the valley in a suffocating haze. Snow still
coated the upper heights and he wondered if more would come this
year. Goddess knows we need it.

Chayse had told him to meet him on the
canyon rim, just beyond the choice climbing spot. While it was a
haven for rock climbers in the summer, the winter snows often
closed the wall down and few humans ventured so far back into the
park this time of year.

Nike wound his way through the scrub
and boulders dotting the jagged spires surrounding the park,
choosing one of the hiking trails to save his paws. The snow lay
thick in the shadowed areas, but some of the open spots had melted.
A sound carried across the silent rocks and he froze, listening
hard.

Nik lifted his muzzle and
sniffed the wind. The scents of sweat, unwashed human, and garlic
perfumed the breeze and he sneezed. Campers in Red Rock at this time of year? Hardy souls.
The latest snowstorm had dropped a good two feet,
but he rounded the bend and found a tent nestled in one of the few
cleared flat spots. He crept closer, listening hard.

An unearthly glow showed
over the next ridge as the moon edged toward the sky and the cold
air made it seem brighter than usual despite the light pollution
from the city. Gotta love the lights of
Vegas.

Rhythmic grunts alerted him long before
he closed in on the campsite. The scent of sex hit his nose along
with the previous odors and he shivered. What he’d give to have
someone willing to fuck him out on a cold, clear morning. He yipped
in apology for disturbing them and padded away,
grinning.

The tent stilled and someone whispered,
“Did you hear that?”

Nik held back his bark of laughter as
he headed up higher in the park.

 


****

 


Chayse trotted through the underbrush
above Red Rock Canyon, enjoying the brisk spring air. Gentle dawn
sunshine gilded the rocks and scrub pines around him, but the
shadows remained cool beneath the overhanging bows.

A newly torn branch
leaning against a tree caught his eye. He paused, dropping his
muzzle to the ground at the base to investigate.
Once a CSI always a CSI.
Not that this was a crime scene, but he always learned something
new by seemingly innocuous artifacts left behind by someone’s
actions.

A warning
wuff brought Chayse’s
head up, his ears flagging forward. A pair of green wolfish eyes
met his own. Nik.

:Hello, Brother,:
he growled. :I’m here.
What did you want to talk about?:

:Good to see you,
too.: Nik cocked his head to one side, his
tail lowered in neutrality. :I didn’t
think you ran in the woods any more, little brother. Glad I was
wrong about that.:

Chayse felt his lips
pulled back from his teeth. :Just because
I like city life doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten my true self,
brother.:

Nik didn’t sneer, but his
expression filled with disdain. :Could’ve
fooled me. You’ve managed to forget you had a brother.:

:I haven’t forgotten, I just
don’t need to hang out with you.:

:You mean,
share.: Nik shifted his weight onto his
hindquarters and Chayse tensed. :What the
hell happened to you? You graduated from the Academy and suddenly
you’re too good for your ‘twisted’ brother?:

:I never called you
twisted, Nik.: Chayse growled, sidling to
keep from presenting a large target to the other wolf.

:You didn’t have to. It was
implicit in your decisions to run from your needs.:

Anger built in Chayse’s heart. Why did
he have to defend his decision to anyone, most of all his twin? He
eyed his brother’s stance. Nik looked relaxed and nonchalant, but
their connection wasn’t so diminished that Chayse couldn’t feel his
preparation.

:I didn’t run from
anything.: Chayse flattened his
ears.

:You ran from
everything, and you owe
me years!:

Nik leapt, his canines flashing in the
sunlight as he slammed into Chayse. Chayse snarled and rolled,
stepping on the broken branch in his bid for freedom. He snapped at
his older brother and Nik twisted away, but Chayse’s claws raked
down his flank, Nik yelped.

:I’m not going to argue
this with you again!: Chayse kept pace
with Nik as they circled over the fragrant ground covered in
ponderosa pine needles. :I made my
decision for my own reasons.:

:You stopped sharing
because of a job!: Nik lunged, snapping
just short of Chayse’s shoulder. :You did
it to please ‘the man’, not because it was something you
wanted.: Nik rushed him again, slamming
his shoulder into Chayse’s side and knocking him into the
underbrush.

Chayse grunted and rolled, but Nik
pounced and struck at his exposed throat. Chayse met Nik’s jaws
with his own, snarling as he warded off the attack. He shoved his
hind feet into his brother’s belly and threw him off, writhing out
from under him.

:That’s not why I stopped
sharing, Nik. It wasn’t the job.:

:Bullshit!:
But Nik didn’t stand with his usual
confidence.

They faced off, panting as they eyed
each other. Chayse didn’t want to argue with his twin, but his
reasons for changing his sexual lifestyle stemmed from protecting
his brother from a deadly addiction. He’d explained it as the need
to fit in with the police force after he graduated from the
Academy, but the reality had been much darker. Now, looking at the
hollow expression Nik’s face, regret stung almost as deeply as his
need to protect.

Admit it, you feel the
loss of Nik, too, his Brother wolf
remarked, urging Chayse to reunite with the other half of his
soul.

Groaning, Chayse shook his
head hard as if to silence the heartfelt voice. He didn’t want to
listen to his heart. He didn’t want to hear the ringing truth in
it. It’s too dangerous to let him in
again.

:Listen, Chayse. We have
to work together on this case, even if we come at it from different
sides.: Nik dipped his head a little; not
enough to be submissive, but to offer a temporary truce.
:There’s something I need to tell you about the
strip club. It’s more than just the pretty girls and boys dancing
on stage.:

Chayse cocked his head to
once side. :Is it
prostitution?:

Nik shook his head.
:No. Something else.: He
flattened his ears and sat down. Chayse tilted his head in
surprise. :There’s an underground club, a
special place for people who have alternate needs and pleasures.
People who like sharing and…other things.:

:Other things?:

Nik whined.
:BDSM. Bondage, Dominance, stuff like
that.:

Chayse flattened his own
ears. :How do you know about all
that?:

Nik sighed and scanned the
woods around them. :Because I’m a Dominant
in Lady Aislynn’s Underground club.:

Chayse’s rump hit the
ground hard. :What? How did that
happen?:

:How do you think it
happened, jackass? You left, remember? You disappeared and cut
yourself off from me. Your twin!: Nik
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