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Prologue

 


“I won’t lose my son,” a
cold voice muttered, the menace in it clear. “So, you better do
something.”

Kyra Lyon pulled up short in the
corridor outside the A.D.A’s office—the door was slightly ajar. The
floor was otherwise empty, most of the lawyers seemed to have gone
home for the evening. Therefore, the voices inside, though quiet,
carried well enough to snag her attention.

“Like what?” Detective
Norris Whitehead demanded impatiently.

“Like put a bullet in her
head,” he snarled. “I’m not going to watch my son’s life and the
future of my business go up in smoke because one fucking woman just
so happened to walk in on something that’s none of her
business.”

“It’s not just that,”
Detective Norris said carefully. “The girl knew Timmons’ wife, and
she probably has the recordings that we can’t find.”

Kyra moved in closer hoping to get a
look in through the door’s crack. Who would be talking about the
case with what sounded like the bad guys?

Surely not an A.D.A. This case was too
important, with too many lives on the line, including her own, for
even one of them to be so careless.

His companion sighed heavily. “From
what I’ve heard, it’s not just someone on the PD that we have to
worry about. An outside investigator is being used and that is
going to eventually lead right back to my brother.”

“What if she doesn’t have
them?” a calm voice asked. The woman rose, the skirt of her suit
just reaching her knees. “What if she knows less than we’re
assuming?”

Kyra leaned against the wall next to
the door. Her heart pounded so loud in her ears she could barely
hear them, and her hands grew clammy as fear stole over
her.

“Stay out of this,” the
cold voice ordered. “You’re still learning, and you won’t get very
far with that attitude.”

“I’m just saying… We could
be giving her more credit than she deserves,” the woman said. “And
even if she has the tapes, she might not know what she has.
Dillinger never mentioned any tapes or an outside
investigator.”

“Zip it, Felicia,” the man
with the cold voice ordered. “Norris, I want those tapes. Who’s
guarding the girl?”

“No one right now,” Norris
answered. “She’s still living in her apartment since no attempts
have been made to silence her. And for the record, Lisha, I spoke
to Dillinger a few hours ago, and he did tell me the girl was going
to blow this case wide open. Not only is Carlo going to jail, but
so are two others.”

Oh, my god!

They were talking to Jeno Russo, the
head of the Russo Family cartel Dillinger was trying to bring down.
He was connected to a businessman, but Dillinger wasn’t sure who.
He did know the cartel boss’s partners were connected to Mystic or
Snowbury.

She had been hired to help him make
his case and find out who all the players were. A job the FBI and
DEA hadn’t been able to accomplish despite being on Jeno for years
now. She and the small team of mercenaries she worked with had made
the kind of progress that only outsiders could.

“Who?” the man
demanded.

“He said he was meeting
the girl here tonight to get the information from her, along with
the investigator. He said they both had something he’d need for
court tomorrow,” Norris said.

Russo’s son and his top assassin were
both going down for murder. She had information that would help put
them both away for life, thanks to the file she’d received from
Timmons before he was killed.

“Judging by the smug look
on his face, I’d say he was certain he had your son dead to
rights.” Norris’s tone held a hint of disdain that puzzled her. The
man was a cop and it was his job to lock guys like this
up.

But justice was a whore for the person
with the right amount of money.

“If she testifies, you’re
both going to learn what it’s like to be on the other end of my
wrath,” Russo muttered. “Take care of this.”

“I’ll arrange for the
right person to get on her protection detail,” Norris said quickly.
“Find out what she knows, where the tapes are, and kill her.
Felicia, find out if there is really an outside investigator and if
there’s a copy of the tapes.”

“I will,” Felicia
replied.

“Dillinger hinted he was
going after my brother when this was over,” Russo muttered. “I want
to know why he thinks he even knows who my brother is, let alone
that we’re connected.”

Dillinger hadn’t even known who the
half-brother was until a few weeks ago when Kyra had found him in
Snowbury. He was a slick-ass businessman who looked transparent as
glass from the outside, but he was as filthy as his brother once
the sun hit him head on.

“He did mention another
big fish,” Felicia began.

The faint sound of a door banging had
her eyes widening. Kyra eased down the hall, glad she’d worn
sneakers. She tried the closest office and found it locked before
moving down the line until she found one that was open.

Stepping inside, Kyra left the door
ajar like she’d found it.

“What’s going on?” she
heard the senior A.D.A Dillinger ask nearly two minutes later.
“Felicia, what are you doing with a known criminal?”

“Dill, listen,” she said
in a cajoling tone. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“Isn’t it? I’ve been
wondering where the leaks were coming from, but now I know,” he
said, raising his voice. “You and Norris are both going to lose
your jobs even if I can’t prove you’re colluding with a crime
lord.”

“Hold on, Dillinger,”
Norris snapped.

“Kill him,” Russo
ordered.

“I don’t have a silencer
on this,” Norris protested.

“No one else is up here,”
Felicia assured him.

“You won’t get away with
this,” Dillinger growled.

“Shut up. In your office,”
Russo ordered.

Kyra’s heart stopped as she heard
Felicia’s heels on the tiled floor. She pushed away from the door
and raced across the room to the desk. Pulling the chair back, she
crammed herself under it and pulled the chair in just as the lights
came on.

“Norris, think about
this,” Dillinger said, a quaver in his voice. “I have a wife and a
newborn.”

“Better you here than if I
send someone to your home to execute them, don’t you think?” Russo
retorted silkily.

“My god,” Dillinger
breathed out.

“When do the girls
arrive?” Norris asked.

“What girls?” Dillinger
demanded tightly.

“Go around the desk,”
Russo ordered. “What other evidence does this woman
have?”

“Tapes,” Dillinger said.
“Timmons gave them to his wife the day he was killed.”

“What’s on them?” Felicia
asked.

“I have the hitman dead to
rights,” Dillinger said. “And proof Carlo knew what was going on at
the club—money laundering.”

She had the files on the money
laundering, but she didn’t have anything on the murder. That was on
the tapes as far as she knew.

“Where are they?” Russo
asked. “There’s no use spreading my son’s dirty laundry all over
town.”

“Is that what you’re
calling the murder of two DEA agents?” Dillinger demanded. “Even if
I can’t get you for this, the feds are already making a case
against you.”

“The feds aren’t a
problem,” Russo told him nonchalantly. “A couple of my closest
friends are DEA agents.” He laughed. “But you, the librarian, and
those tapes, on the other hand, are just a problem waiting to
happen.”

“She played part of one
for me earlier today. It’s here.” He set his briefcase on the desk
or she assumed because of the noise. “Here. She said she’d bring
the others tonight. There is video footage on one.”

That would be the murder. Kyra had
seen it only part of it, but the woman hadn’t been willing to give
her a copy. She’d been so protective of it, Kyra had wondered what
else was on it. Now, she knew she should have just taken
it.

“Call her and find out
where she is,” Felicia told him.

“No. I’m not going to let
you kill her,” he said.

“Her or your wife,” Russo
said.

Kyra felt for her phone and realized
she’d left it in her car. Dillinger had asked her here to talk
about what she had found in the last couple of weeks.

“She’s not answering,”
Dillinger said. “She was working at the library. I think she was
closing tonight.”

Damn, the man wasn’t having much
trouble selling the girl out, but Kyra supposed she weighed about
the same as a feather when his wife and child’s life were put on
the scales of justice next to hers.

“Tell me the name of the
investigator you’ve been using,” Russo demanded.

“It’s another cop,”
Dillinger said.

“That’s a lie,” Norris
muttered. “Rumor has it you went outside the department because you
were worried about a leak. Your boss okayed it.”

There was a dull sound and Dillinger
grunted.

“What is his fucking
name?” Russo demanded.

“Killian Banks,” he bit
out.

Kyra sighed, but she wondered why he
hadn’t given her up.

“Kill him and get over to
the library,” Russo commanded. “Get the girl and tell her he sent
you.”

The gun went off, and Dillinger gasped
sinking to his knees. He was shot again and fell with a dull thud.
From where she was, Kyra could see Dillinger’s face. He moved, and
his pained gaze locked on hers.

The surprise quickly vanished, but he
didn’t look away as the life slowly drained from him. Kyra wanted
to do something, and she started to get out when Dillinger held up
a finger to her in a weak gesture.

Tears formed behind Kyra’s eyes as
rage built in her belly to become a carefully contained storm
inside her. Dillinger had been an old friend of her father’s who’d
helped her family after her father had ended up in
trouble.

And now she wouldn’t be able to walk
away from this until she made sure his killer paid.

“Get his wallet,” Russo
told Norris.

She held her breath knowing he’d see
her when he got on his knees.

“No. Just leaving him will
make it look like someone he put away came up here to get back at
him. I’ll get his laptop,” Felicia said excitedly.

“Search it and find out
where to find this Killian Banks,” Russo said. “Let me know, don’t
do anything else. I’ll send someone to take care of
him.”

“Fine,” Felicia said. “You
go, and I’ll take care of things here. You have to go, too, Russo.
The guard will have heard something and will be coming
up.”

She sat there listening to the
departure and a few other sounds. The light was turned off and the
door closed with a snick.

Breathing hard, Kyra crawled out,
mouth in a grim line.

“Go,” Dillinger told her.
“Finish this. Don’t worry about that girl. She’ll be dead before
you can get to her.” His words came out as whispers of
pain.

Kyra nodded jerkily. This was just
like the night her family had been executed all over again. Her
uncle and her father had been first. Her mother and aunt had been
killed six months after the trial that Kyra had testified
in.

She started to touch him but stopped.
DNA. She didn’t want to be linked to his murder.

“Ava will be taking over,
and she’ll need all the information you have on this. Give it to
her and leave. Russo is a ruthless bastard. Don’t let him be the
death of you, too.”

“I’ll give her the files,
but without the tapes of the murder, they might not be as much
help,” Kyra said. “She won’t get him for life.”

“Make sure my family is
safe,” he said. “That’s all you owe me, Kyra. Don’t chase Russo’s
shadow, don’t die for me.” They were his last words as he opened
his eyes, his face a mask of desperation.

“Done.” Her boss would
take care of it. He always had a man on Dill’s family. One call and
they’d vanish like the night.

She got to her feet knowing he was
gone and made her way to the door. The golden coyote that shared
her body, that made her a shifter, lingered in the back of her
mind. Its rage was building slowly, along with the well of
sun-power inside her.

She eased it open, pushing the energy
back, but her fingers glowed with it, the moons of her nails gold.
Kyra peeked out, struggling to contain her animal. The gold-coyote
was a myth, a creature of light.

They were one with the tremendous
power of light and expressed it in many deadly ways, from shooting
laser-thin energy from their eyes and fingertips to creating
light-balls and walls of colored light energy. Only the very pure
of the breed could do them all, but the majority of them could
absorb light, using it to make themselves invisible or to
power-up.

In her case both.

She saw the back of Felicia as she
vanished into her office. Kyra hurried for the exit. Rounding the
corner, she found Norris and Russo talking. Norris turned as if
sensing her.

His eyes flashed black like a
jackal’s, and he lifted his lip in a silent snarl. Kyra’s eyes
widened, and she stood rooted to the spot like a deer in
headlights.

“Son of a bitch,” Russo
snarled. “Get her.”

Turning, Kyra took off at a dead run
and ran right into a mountain of a man at the stairwell. She
gasped, pain snaking through her. She staggered back slightly
dazed, and he growled.

“Don’t let her get away,”
Norris snapped.

The man reached for her. Kyra threw
out her hand and warm waves of energy rushed out in golden light
going straight to the man’s shoulder. He let out a cry and shock
lit his eyes. Kyra kicked him in the shin and shoved him causing
him to topple over. She jumped over him and raced for the
stairwell.

She gripped the handle and threw open
the door only to be grabbed from behind. Kyra exhaled roughly, and
her energy bent, becoming spikes of laser heat. He released her
with a snarl, and she whipped around. He hit her, and Kyra stumbled
onto the landing.

“You’re not going to get
away, so you may as well just come here,” he said, eyes glittering
with malice.

“Men these days,” she
muttered. “You wonder why you can’t get a decent girl. No
romance.”

He reached for her, and she hit him
with a thin light that tore a cry from him. Kyra kicked him in the
knee, and he fought to maintain his balance to keep from toppling
down the stairs.

Shots pinged off the wall, so she
hunched her shoulders and ducked her head as she skirted him to
head down the stairs. The heavy body tumbled down after her, and
Kyra jumped to allow him to roll past without taking her down with
him.

At the bottom, Kyra ran headlong into
an officer in blue.

“Are you okay?” he asked,
concern in his blue eyes.

“We have to go,” she
insisted. “He has a gun.”

“Miss—”

“He has a gun!” She
screamed, trying to keep her emotions in check, so she wouldn’t
inadvertently hurt him.

Her power was stable, but she could be
like a bomb if she became too emotional. Energy would spew from her
eyes and hands killing anything and anyone close to her.

“Who?” he demanded in a
hard tone.

She was already out of his grip when
the bullet smashed into his head. Blood droplets spattered onto her
face, and she opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Another shot
followed, and the heat whooshed past her shoulder.

Kyra jerked around, saw him coming at
her, and exhaled. Hot tendrils of energy eased from her nose, and
Kyra flung out her hand, directing the tendrils up, turning the
stairwell into a ball of bright light. Then, she threw a ball of
light at her target even though he couldn’t see her.

The energy smashed into Norris sending
him flying backward. Kyra ran for the door, but a hand on her
shoulder stopped her in her tracks.

She was shoved against it and sharp
teeth grazed her nape, breath hot on her skin.

“You aren’t going
anywhere.” The voice was low and masculine with a growl that set
her on edge. “Who are you? Dillinger’s little side
piece?”

He bit down on her neck and pain
skittered through her.

“Who are
you?” she got out
between gritted teeth. It wasn’t Norris, so it had to be the man
Dillinger always had with him.

She hadn’t seen him, so where had he
come from?

“The nightmare you never
thought you’d have when you walked into this building,” he
murmured. “You’re going to tell me everything you know about our
boy Dillinger and what he’s been up to.”

“What if I don’t know
anything?”

He chuckled darkly in her ear and
claws pricked her skin and pierced it, causing pain to range out
from the site. The animal inside her rose to the fore, taking over
her mind. The coyote took in the scents around it, the dark
aggression, and suppressed the fear of the human side of
Kyra.

The animal’s only plan to kill, and as
usual Kyra reigned her in, but her power melded with the animal,
clouding her mind with light energy.

“Then, you’ll pray you’d
known something other than your name,” he said softly. “Now, let’s
go. My boss is dying to meet you.”

Her entire body became heated energy
as he jerked her back from the door by her nape as if she was a
recalcitrant pup. He let out a cry and jerked his hand
away.

She drove her elbow into his ribs and
turned, the light filling her face, but it didn’t make her a beacon
of brightness. It blurred her features making them
translucent.

“What the—”

Kyra drove her gold-tipped claws into
his throat, just hitting the jugular, and she thrust her knee
between his thighs before backhanding him as he growled and doubled
over.

She turned and jerked open the door,
shooting out like a light.


Chapter One

 


“With all that’s been
going on, I think we need to restructure the security protocols,”
Dylan Ashley commented as she set the bottle of beer she was
nursing down on the table in the quiet little bar on the edge of
Stonington.

The cold had probably kept many a
human in tonight or it could have been that little turf war that
had erupted a few days ago between wolves and jackals who were
trying to move into their territory.

“None of that really
affects us to a major degree, Dylan,” Claudia Mayer commented, her
mind on the woman at a table across the room. The attractive woman
was with a man who leaned toward her as he spoke.

Her black hair was in two low
ponytails, and her slim little body was tight with curves in all
the right places. At the moment, it was the sensually curved mouth
Claudia couldn’t take her eyes off of. She wanted to taste it,
lingering over every lick and nip.

“I don’t know where your
head is lately, Claude, but you need to get it back in the game,”
Dylan said with a growl of irritation.

She dragged her eyes from the woman to
fix on Dylan. “Don’t question my leadership,” she said quietly, but
the steel in her tone was unmistakable even to her own ears. “I
know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” Dylan demanded.
“There is much concern on my part and a few others’ that you’re
losing your edge.”

“If any of you want to
test your theories, let me know,” she replied. There was a lot
going on in their town right now, and Claudia was starting to grow
increasingly concerned about it all herself.

Serial killers? Wolves who would do
anything to obtain something that wasn’t theirs to take?

Claudia understood where this was
going and wasn’t going to be a victim of the train attempting to
burst through, even as the conflicts between the wolves and two
other coyote packs heated up.

Dylan exhaled roughly. “I’m not
threatening you,” she muttered. “I’m merely stating facts
here.”

“If you weren’t one of my
commanders, I’d take out your throat with a claw,” Claudia told
her. “I don’t mind you raising your concerns or the concerns of
other packmates, that’s why you’re my head of security, but watch
yourself.”

“Listen to me, Claude,”
she insisted as she leaned toward her. “We have no idea what Jenner
is going to do. He’s become unstable, even more so than Jericho
was. With the loss of members of his familial pack, he might decide
all coyotes are on his hit list.”

“Let’s hope not,” she
commented as she looked away, gaze tracking the woman
again.

She was concerned about where Jenner’s
new beliefs would lead him. However, Claudia wasn’t about to allow
fear to force her into reactionary mode yet.

“Let me deal with this my
way,” she said. “Go find Evan. Make sure he’s not in any trouble.”
Evan was another of her commanders and either of them could take
over in her absence.

Tonight, Evan was on the hunt for
information. Claudia didn’t expect him to lose sight of the game,
but times were a little treacherous with jackals afoot this close
to home.

She didn’t know why they were there,
but this was wolf and coyote country. She wanted answers no matter
how simple and obvious they were.

“Fine. I hope she’s with
him. Then you won’t be here alone long, but I suppose this beats
the alternative.”

“Which is?” Claudia asked
coolly. Dylan’s attitude was getting a bit tiresome.

“That damned strip club,”
Dylan muttered.

“Oh?” Claudia looked at
her then, and her copper eyes were like a caress on her face that
made the coyote growl low inside Claudia’s mind.

“You need to stay away
from that place for the pack’s own good. There’s no telling what
kind of trouble is brewing there, and the woman that you go there
to see just might cause us all kinds of grief.” She gave Claudia a
pointed look and marched out.

Claudia lifted a brow, but quickly
turned her gaze back to her prey. The man with the woman got up and
left, too. Now, that intrigued her, but she wasn’t worried about
Dylan. The woman could handle herself against two of that
guy.

He was thin and just the right side of
average looking. It made her wonder why a sexy woman like that
would bother with a scrawny man. She was way too hot to settle for
ordinary.

The woman got up and headed for a
vacant pool table and started racking up balls. Claudia got to her
feet and strolled back as a couple of guys ogled her
prey.

“Hey, gorgeous, wanna join
our game?” one of the men asked, eating her up with his eyes, and
Claudia’s coyote growled menacingly inside her mind.

“No, thanks,” she replied,
giving them a smile.

“We’ll buy the drinks,”
the second one said.

“Not interested.” The
woman selected a cue and walked over to the table. The good-looking
black man joined her, standing way too close for Claudia’s liking.
Her animal growled and snarled, but she quieted it as she waited
for the woman’s response.

“Oh, come on. Your boy’s
gone. You can come play a round with real men.”

“When I want a real man,”
she murmured, slowly raking her gaze down his fit body. “I’ll find
a woman.”

Claudia couldn’t help but grin at that
and it answered the most pressing question about the woman on her
mind.

She was certain this was the very
dancer who’d captivated her with the flick of her whip and the
swish of her hips when Claudia had first seen her on
stage.

“In that case I’m sure you
need—”

“I need you to get lost,”
she cut in smoothly. “Before I have to call the police.”

He glared at her and went back to his
table.

Claudia approached and put her hand on
the wood frame. The brown eyes glanced up and the softest hint of
her scent slithered over Claudia. She tipped her head up drinking
in the intriguing smell.

Yes, this was her dancer. Yes, her
animal had already staked a claim, a temporary one that Claudia
couldn’t wait to explore. She was certain the dancer would more
than meet her expectations out of bed as a dinner companion and in
it as a sexual one.

“Yes?”

“Buy you a round?” Claudia
asked allowing her gaze to slowly slide over the black outfit and
the thick ponytails cascading over her shoulders. Her brown eyes
were the shade of smooth whiskey and preoccupied even as they swung
to meet Claudia’s.

“Sure.” She smiled, her
eyes lighting with interest.

“What are you drinking?”
The shade of her gaze seemed wrong. The color a little muted, and
Claudia wondered if it was the light or she wasn’t the woman
Claudia thought she was.

“Just ginger ale,” she
said and bent over the table. She looked down the length of the cue
at Claudia before adding, “You want to play?”

“Sure.” Claudia threw her
word back at her. “Be right back with those drinks.”

“I’ll be here,” she said
and took a shot. She sank a couple of balls, and Claudia turned to
head to the bar.

****

Kyra watched the woman go. She knew
who she was, but Kyra doubted the mayor of Snowbury knew who she
was without her black leather mask and the distinctive perfume she
used to hide her very subtle but true scent.

She couldn’t help wondering what
Claudia was doing this far from town in what was fast becoming
jackal-wolf country.

She had had a meet with a jackal who
was on his way out of town before his boss went down for running
drugs. He was certain it wouldn’t happen with Dillinger dead, but
he wasn’t taking chances.

If Kyra was smart, she’d be jumping
ship, too, instead of allowing her emotions and an imagined debt to
Dillinger to keep her on the case. His replacement, Ava, had taken
over in Dillinger’s death, but she was giving every impression that
capturing Dill’s murderer and Russo was on the back burner while
she got her kid out of town to someplace safe.

Ava was digging in for the long haul
and had asked her to stay the course with her. Kyra knew she had
some issues with the Russos and stakes were even higher for her
than they had been for Dillinger.

“You don’t seriously think
a woman can satisfy you,” the golden-skinned man said cutting into
her reverie. His tone was filled with disgust.

Kyra threw him a look, dark heat
already swelling inside her. What was it with the men in this bar?
Did none of them realize she wasn’t interested?

“And what do you think you
have that the other guy doesn’t?” she asked icily and flicked a
gaze to first man who’d approached and back at him.

He walked over to her, his gaze
sliding up and down her as if she was a treat he wanted to
devour.

He leaned towards, her a smile playing
on his lips. “The right equipment to give you a good fuck to loosen
you up, but unlike him, I don’t mind your friend coming along.” He
threw a look to the bar where Claudia had gone.

Kyra laughed. “You couldn’t keep up,
let alone get us both off, so keep it in your pants, stud,” she
drawled and started to move away.

His hand shot out, grabbing her arm.
With a pointed look at the offending appendage, Kyra sent a jolt of
heated energy to curl around his fingers.

His eyes widened, and he quickly
released her to look down at his hand. “Damn. What was
that?”

“Are you okay?” she asked
sweetly.

He gave her a hard look as he shook
his hand and walked away. Kyra turned her gaze back to the table
with a smile.

She didn’t hate men, but Kyra wasn’t a
fan of men putting their hands on her without permission or
necessity.

“Here you are.” Claudia
returned, and Kyra took another shot. “So, what’s your
name?”

She tilted her head up drinking in
those winter-gray eyes with a darker outer rim.

“Kyra.”

“You’ve got game, Kyra,”
she drawled. “And a look that has the men around here acting like
dogs in heat.”

Kyra laughed and rounded the table to
take the drink. “Seems as though,” she said allowing her southern
accent into her voice.

She’d worked hard at hiding that
twang. Traveling around the world, she’d learned people thought of
her as a hick despite her expertise and skills. So, Kyra had lost
the accent.

“Thank you.”

“Southern girl or are you
just putting on an act?” Claudia asked.

Kyra smiled. “We’re all playing a
part, aren’t we…?”

“Claudia.”

Kyra set the drink down and took
another shot. She missed on purpose. “Your turn.”

Claudia retrieved a cue and took her
turn. Kyra watched her, noticing the concentration and the shape of
her ass. She was a woman who took care of herself, but she had
noticed that the first time she’d danced for Claudia.

The thick ebony hair was cut in a
boy-cut, neat and short with longer bangs tinged an intriguing
silver-gray that gave her pause. That could be a dye job or a
genetic anomaly of a snow coyote.

Kyra wouldn’t mind going out with her
and meeting her away from work made it easy to flirt, but on the
job, she didn’t bother. She wasn’t a whore, and she wasn’t going to
sleep with her customers, let alone date them.

She was here to do a job not pick up a
problem.

“So, what do you do,
Kyra?”

“Right now, play pool,”
she replied. “What about you?” On the surface, she was just a
stripper cooling her heels in a small town while she decided where
to go next.

“I’m a mayor,” she
answered.

She took a sip of her soda. “Do you
like the job?” Kyra asked. She had often wondered if Claudia liked
her job or if it was more of a burden she couldn’t wait to be rid
of.

“Sometimes.” She missed
her next shot and stood to lock eyes with Kyra who saw a hint of
something she hadn’t seen in those silver-gray eyes.

She’d always preferred strong women
since only a dominant could handle the wildness of her nature
without getting hurt.

“I guess it has its
perks,” Kyra said, huskily and cleared her throat, but her heart
was beating a little faster now just like it always did when
Claudia looked her straight in the eye like that.

“Doesn’t help with picking
up women,” Claudia drawled and took a swallow of her
beer.

She smiled nervously. The snow coyote
was even more dangerous than a hyena. Deadly in its kills, the
animal could crush bones with its teeth and some could infect its
victims with a paralyzing cold.

The animal thrived in chilly climes,
and some were able to live outside even in human form without a
coat for days.

“I bet that’s not true,”
Kyra murmured, allowing her gaze to slide down Claudia.

Claudia’s lips curved in a smile as
she came around the table to stand next to her. “Not completely,”
she agreed quietly. “There are women who like and or respect the
authority and power of a woman in charge.”

“Mmm.”

“What about you? Do you
like power on a woman?” Claudia asked leaning closer.

“The scent can be
intoxicating,” Kyra said, her gaze dropping to Claudia’s mouth.
“But just because a woman has a position of authority doesn’t mean
she’s all that.”

“Not by a longshot,”
Claudia agreed. “What would it take to turn your head, beautiful?
Get you to say yes to a date?”

Kyra’s phone rang as she tried to
decide whether to run or play with this intriguing woman who had
her animal’s rapt attention.

“Saved by the ringtone,”
Claudia murmured. “I guess your boyfriend’s just running
late.”

Kyra pulled her phone from her pocket
and glanced at the display. “Excuse me.” She walked a few steps
away from the table. “Yeah.”

“I’m outside the Mountain
Ridge, is that the right place?”

“I’ll come out,” she said
and ended the call. Turning back to Claudia, Kyra smiled. “It was
nice meeting you. Maybe we can finish this game sometime. Thanks
for the drink.”

“How about tomorrow
night?” Claudia asked. “We can grab dinner instead.”

Kyra hesitated. She couldn’t really
take chances with a fling even if she would be needing a warm body
soon. “I don’t think so,” she said and backed away. Every part of
her screamed in rebellion.

“Maybe I’ll see you around
then,” Claudia said and tipped her bottle to her.

“Maybe.” Kyra hurried over
to the bar to pay her tab before heading out to the parking lot.
She spied the black rental SUV and went over to rap on the
window.

Ava peered out at her and then
unlocked the door.

“Hey.” She slammed the
door closed after climbing in.

“Hi,” Ava said, her pale
face drawn. Her blue eyes were tired, and her auburn hair was
pulled into a messy ponytail.

“Did you get your kid to
safety?”

“Yeah.” She pushed out a
rough sigh. “It’s still not sitting too good with me that this job
might get me killed and leave him without a mother, but these
people have to be stopped.”

Kyra gave her a grim look. “Not
necessarily by you, Ava,” she said quietly, thinking back over her
own life. She’d lost family to a cartel, too, and felt the fight
shouldn’t be taken up by someone with a child.

Witness protection was only as good as
the agents entrusted with a witness’s care and her family hadn’t
been so lucky.

Ava gave her a hard look. “Don’t judge
me when you have no idea of how my shoes fit.”

Kyra shrugged. “No judgment.” Only
sorrow for her child. Her father had walked this same road as the
crusader and it had cost her both her parents and the extended
family she’d loved.

She did this job not to avenge them or
prevent others from going down the same path, but because it was
all she knew. She’d been christened into this life in blood and
become intimate friends with darkness. She didn’t shy away from the
hard decisions even when she was playing the damsel.

Ava gave her a single nod. “I’m going
to trial in a few days, so I need a copy of that file.”

She reached into the small purse
strapped across her body. “How much do you want? Timmons had
everything organized by date and person, but there isn’t exactly a
smoking gun in here on anything except money
laundering.”

“I want a copy of
everything you have so I can familiarize myself with it,” she
answered. “Their lawyer is already trying to get a continuance, so
I need to know what I have to work with. I don’t want to overshoot
it and get the case thrown out.”

“He’s going to want one
after you present this,” Kyra told her. “He might even go after the
bookkeeper.”

“Does the file incriminate
the entire family? I want them all especially his damned
brother.”

“The murder was on the
tapes, and I don’t have a copy of it. I can’t even say for sure if
it was Carlo, the hitman or the brother who did the shooting. I’m
still working on tying them to some other crimes of trafficking and
murder.”

Ava sighed. “Do you think you can get
me what I need for a conviction on something besides mail fraud or
a misdemeanor that he’ll walk on?

She wanted murders. That would keep
Ava’s brother’s killer in jail for life.

“I can’t make promises,
Ava,” she said softly. She’d been in this business since she was
thirteen, and Kyra had learned well from her mentor that promises
were a dangerous liability without evidence in hand.

“Umm, listen, I need to
know if you were there that night Dillinger was killed,” Ava said
as she turned her gaze out the windshield.

“I can’t testify to that
right now and still help you.” She wasn’t afraid of a court
appearance because she knew very well how to disappear and fight a
war from the shadows.

“I know,” Ava said. “I
want you to agree to when I bring his killer to trial.”

“Russo ordered the murder,
but Detective Norris was the one who pulled the trigger, and
Felicia was there, too.”

“I’m glad you told me,”
she said. “Felicia’s been pretty nosy, trying to find out what I
know or if I’ve been in touch with the investigator Dillinger had
working on this.”

“I’m sure.” Kyra
snorted.

“I found something last
night,” Ava replied. “I need you to check it out.”

“What is it?”

“Carlo might be running
drugs through this town for his dad, and he’s hooking up with the
leader of a jackal-wolf pack, a mercenary, I think.”

“Bennet Holcombe,” Kyra
said. “I’ll see if I can connect them.”

“Holcombe was on the list,
but so were a couple of other names.” She picked up her phone from
her lap and woke it before rattling off a few names. “They want to
set up some kind of business there, a resort or something to use to
run their drugs and money through.”

“That resort project is on
the table,” Kyra said. “I’ll find out if Russo is a player in it or
not.”

“Don’t endanger yourself
checking them out. Just from the Google search, I can see that this
guy Lewis might not be the right person.”

“I’ll check it out,” Kyra
assured her. She did know a Lewis and was well aware that he’d had
ties to a killer. She also knew Astor, another name on the list
thanks to the help she’d given Snow Fur recently.

“And I have a picture of a
girl who’s involved with the move. I can’t put a name to the face,
but there wasn’t one. The information only said the girl was in
this up to her eyeballs.”

Kyra pulled her phone from her pocket
and glanced at it when it signaled an incoming notification. She
opened the file and glanced at the picture and her jaw
dropped.


Chapter Two

 


Russo sipped his coffee as he sat at
the round table situated next to a wall in his breakfast room.
Light filtered in through the bamboo shades, casting shadows into
the corners. He glanced up from the half-eaten meal to meet the
cool stare of his right-hand man.

Joey Lauria had been with him since
before Russo had taken over the reins from his father. Their
relationship had only grown stronger in those years, and he trusted
Joey implicitly.

“Has any new information
come in?” he asked. The librarian, a friend of Timmons’ wife,
hadn’t given them anything on the investigator. She’d taken
whatever she’d known to her grave, and she’d died with a smug look
on her face.

That left him with an uneasiness in
his chest that wouldn’t go away until this Banks was
found.

“I’ve found six people by
that name, and I have someone digging into each one’s life, but
there is no evidence of a private eye named Banks. There was one in
the New Orleans area of Louisiana.”

“Was?” Russo asked, that
feeling of acid indigestion creeping up on him.

“He was a Marine Vet, but
he’s dead. He and his wife and son, Killian Banks Jr. were killed
in a house fire.”

“When?” He frowned. An
ex-Marine sounded like the kind of guy you put on a case involving
a cartel, especially if he’d been part of some kind of special
team.

“Thirteen years
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