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      The sultry, summer night bustled with mortals seeking entertainment in the heart of the city. Listening to the sounds in the distance, Kade recognized a familiar jazz song being played by street performers. After the long flight to Philadelphia, he needed to stretch and gather his thoughts. Unable to resist the lure of the waterfront, he leaned against the cool railing, watching the lights of the boats passing by and flickering in the rushing water. Sensing great evil on the horizon, he breathed deeply, letting the sight of the water soothe him.

      His cell phone buzzed; glancing at the text, he swore. A dead body had been found near the airport. Goddammit. He was too late. Kade waved to the waiting limo driver, gesturing that he needed to leave. Pivoting, he noticed an attractive woman sitting alone at the end of the dock, far away from the crowd. She appeared confident yet alone, as she sat in the darkness, her long blonde hair shimmering in the moonlight. What the hell is a woman doing down on the docks alone this time at night?

      Glancing at the enchanting stranger, Kade struggled to push sex from his thoughts. It had been far too long since he’d felt the touch of a woman. Aroused by the possibility of an encounter with her, he swore once again. Not now. He needed to concentrate on the real reason he was here in the city. Tristan, an old friend and Alpha of the regional wolf pack, had called him in New Orleans nearly a week before, requesting his assistance. He had planned on seeing Tristan later that night at his club; there he’d find a donor willing to play. Right now, this woman was just a lovely, human distraction. One who was naive to be sitting alone in the dark by the waterfront. Yet he could not seem to tear his eyes off of her. The thought crossed his mind that maybe he should just have a sip of her sweet, young blood before work. Her delicious scent registered in his brain, and his fangs began to elongate.

      Over the centuries, he’d been with plenty of women, but none held his heart. As for his thirst, there were many willing women who offered themselves to vampires these days. What was it about this alluring stranger that he found so intriguing? Perhaps it was the chase? Like a fox spotting a rabbit in the woods, he could not resist the temptation of the hunt. Slowly approaching her, he admired her long curly blonde hair, wishing he could run his fingers through it. She was of average height, around five-four, if he had to guess, with a strong, athletic build. As she stretched her toned arms up over her head, he admired her full breasts which strained against her tight white t-shirt. Her black spandex miniskirt accentuated her lithe tanned legs. He watched with curiosity as she glanced at her watch and folded her arms impatiently. Is she waiting for someone? A date?

      She lifted her gaze, scanning the docks. Kade darted into the shadows and attempted to cloak his presence, yet she stared straight at him. Bloody hell. Can she see me? Interesting…is she supernatural as well? His cell phone went off again, reminding him that he needed to get to the site. With a parting glance, he memorized her face, hoping he’d see her again. Silently he returned to the car, reluctant to leave the woman, but anxious to wrap up this case and mete out justice to the murderer.
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        * * *

      

      Down by the river, Sydney waited for her friend. God, it was a beautiful night in the city. She always enjoyed coming down to the waterfront. She worked such long hours; she rarely had evenings available for pleasure. She loved her job as a cop, busting criminals in one of the toughest cities in America. Even on a good day, working in Philly could be rough, but she enjoyed the city’s history and rich culture. Tonight, though, instead of cracking heads, she’d made plans to meet a girlfriend. All work and no play made Syd a dull girl, and she was looking forward to playing hard tonight. She needed a stiff drink and good conversation. Where the hell is Ada? That girl was always late. They had reservations at Vincent’s at nine, and she didn’t intend to miss out on dinner. She hoped like hell Adalee hadn’t got called back into the office.

      A cold breeze came off the water, sending a chill up her spine. She truly wished it was the sudden rush of air that put her on alert, but she’d been around the block long enough to recognize danger when she felt it. Inspecting her surroundings, she spotted an innocent pair of lovers strolling past the tall ships. Still, she felt eyes on her. In the distance, Sydney spotted a large, very male silhouette in the shadows. Criminal? No, someone else, something else, a supernatural? Human or otherwise, someone was out there. It wasn’t that she was naive about supernaturals, it was just that she generally didn’t arrest them. Damn. I so don’t need this tonight.

      Reaching up under her skirt, Sydney checked the silver knife holstered to her thigh; it was secure. She nonchalantly slid her hand into her purse, unlocking the safety on her trusty Sig Sauer. Then she casually pulled out and applied her favorite pink lip gloss and pretended not to see him. Her body tensed ready to spring into action. She smiled and tossed it back into her bag. A girl has always got to look her best when she kills. She glanced away for a second to the couple on the dock, who remained infatuated with each other. Within a split second, her eyes darted back to the shadow in the night. He was gone. Where the hell did he just go?

      As the sounds of the jazz band filled the air, she willed herself to relax. Maybe he was a lost tourist? Whatever, he was gone, just another predator in the city. The music in the distance reminded her of the last time she was in New Orleans. Damn if she didn’t love everything about that town, from its delicious beignets to its unique architecture. Sydney shook her head, disappointed that she didn’t have a vacation planned this summer. Shit, I am so stuck in Philly, she thought as she took note of another wasted loser being cuffed by the local beat. Okay, sure, there were drunks in New Orleans, but this was Philly. Inebriated fools here wouldn’t think twice about booing Santa. They got in more trouble than a dog with an Easter basket, and like the dog, they usually ended up either sick or dead. Ah yes, another lovely eve in the big city.

      “What now? I'm supposed to be having fun tonight,” she snapped as her cell phone went off. The Freaks Come Out at Night blared from her purse. She could tell from the ring tone that Tony, her partner, was calling.

      “Hey, Tone, what’s up?”

      “Gotta floater out of the Delaware down near the airport. Captain said it looks messy, and I was kinda hoping you could join me for the party.”

      “Okay, but you owe me. I'm at Penn’s Landing right now waiting for Ada. Guess our girls’ night isn’t happening.”

      “Uh, Syd…One more tiny detail…”

      “Seriously?”

      “P-CAP is meeting us there.”

      “Hell no, I don’t feel like dealing with their shit tonight.” P-CAP: Paranormal City Alternative Police. Sydney wasn’t a fan of working paranormal cases. For the most part, she stuck to the cut and dry, run-of-the-mill human murders. She didn’t have to work with supes, nor did she want to. She wasn’t exactly prejudiced without reason. Two years before, when working a supposedly simple hit and run, an unknown were-bitch had shifted into tiger mode and killed two cops. It turned out the perp was related to the hit and run driver, and the tiger had thought she could fix the problem by killing the humans. Too bad for her, Sydney always carried a silver knife. Sure, she came out with a few scratches, and almost died in the I.C.U., but Sydney came out of the skirmish alive. The tiger didn’t.

      Sydney sighed. “Okay, Tony, but I swear if there are any kitty cats workin’ this case, I'll be taking them directly to the vet to be fixed and declawed. I’m not dealing with shifters tonight.”

      “Yeah, yeah, one close call with a pussy cat and now you’re allergic to all of P-CAP?” he jokingly asked.

      “It’s all fun and games until their claws come out, and the next thing you know the knives are flying. Good thing I've been practicing my aim. See you in ten.” Okay, so it was probably more like twenty, given the city traffic on a Friday night, but at least she was going. She was annoyed that her one night off was screwed thanks to a floater. It was probably just another fool who had thought it would be a great idea to take a swim in the Delaware on a muggy August night.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Sydney showed up on the scene, there must have been at least ten black and whites, not to mention the crowd of spectators who had decided to show up to see if they could catch a glimpse of a dead body. What the hell is wrong with people? She knew damn well the answer to that question was 'everything'. It wasn’t as if she hated the general population, but she tended to see the worst in people, human or not: drug users, rapists, murderers, and perhaps the worst of the bunch, child abusers and pedophiles. The sick bastards never ceased to amaze her. She shuddered, thinking about what might be waiting for her beyond the yellow tape tonight.

      Walking down the gravel sidewalk, she ended up in trampled, soggy weeds that formed a makeshift path. The scene teemed with CSI and fellow officers. She felt a chill in her bones and swiveled her head around, searching for its source. It was ninety degrees outside. Something was off, really off. Unable to find an immediate cause, she continued to make her way to the body. She tried to remain steady on her feet as she gently eased down the slope of the slippery grass.

      “Sydney! Over here!” she heard Tony call.

      As she approached the body, the smell hit her first.

      “Oh God, what the fuck is that smell? Dead body mixed with algae? Shit, that is just terrible,” she complained.

      “Nice mouth, Syd. Soon you're going to have to carry that cuss jar around with you in the car,” Tony teased.

      “Yeah, well, fucking sue me. I’ve given up on the damn cuss jar. I’ll just write your favorite charity a check. That should cover me for the year.” She winked.

      “Okay then, I’ll be waiting on it. Yeah, I know the smell is pretty bad, huh? I guess I failed to mention that the gal who discovered the body passed out from it. Buck up, Syd. I’ll buy you roses afterward,” he chuckled.

      Tony thought he was so damn funny. He was a tough cop, born and raised in South Philly. Six-three, Italian goodness wrapped in a hot, witty package, he had no difficulty getting dates. He had dark olive skin and cropped raven hair. Muscular, he looked like he could bench press a bus. To top it off, he knew the city like the back of his hand, and there was no one Sydney would rather trust to have at her back.

      She loved him…as well as she could love anyone. He was a good friend. Sometimes she thought of him as a very good friend and was often tempted to turn things into a 'more than friends' arrangement, but she had worked hard to get where she was in the department. Sydney would be damned if she gave in to her primal urges to screw her partner and then end up an office joke as the 'cop who liked to be on top'. Still, she couldn’t help but admire his physique, which reminded her that she needed to get out tonight and find someone to play with. A meaningless quickie would give her the release she desired, one she very much needed to prevent her from breaking her own 'no-dating-on-the-job' rule.

      Thoughts of sex were pushed to the back of her mind as the body came into view. It was that of a young woman. Her skin was nearly translucent after being in the water for so long. She was dressed in a long white gown, which shimmered in the harsh lights. She resembled the porcelain dolls Sydney’s mother used to collect, beautiful to look at but no touching allowed. Yes, this girl looked innocent, fragile. How old could she have been? Maybe twenty-one?

      Sydney blew out a breath. “What a fucking sicko. What the hell? What is that stuff on her eyes, her face?”

      As she leaned in for a closer look, Tony tapped notes into his cell phone. “I know, Syd. We definitely have a demented one on this case. It's almost as if the perp wanted her to look a certain way, cared about her appearance…well, except for the whole ‘sew her eyelids shut and dress her up like a doll’ shit…and of course, we still need to find the cause of death. The coroner is on her way. Take a look at her face.”

      The girl’s eyelids were sewn shut in the shape of an 'X', and she still had what looked like makeup on her face. She’d been in the water for at least a day or two. Maybe it was something else besides makeup? Tattooing? Sydney had a friend who tattooed eye makeup on women so they looked fresh as a daisy, day or night, no muss, no fuss. Well, except there was plenty of muss here. The waterlogged loose skin looked like you could pull it right off the girl, as if it were a translucent glove. Sydney might be a cop, but the unusual way murderers killed their victims never ceased to disgust her.

      “Tony, her skin looks so pale. Paler than what I would expect from your average floater. It's almost as if…” Sydney’s skin pricked in awareness. It was like the feeling she'd had on the docks. The guy who’d been watching her earlier, had he freaking followed her? What the hell?

      “It almost looks as if her blood was drained from her body, and indeed, it was. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Kade Issacson from P-CAP, and I am now officially in charge of this case. You’re welcome to stay on and assist.” Kade stepped into the spotlights, dominating her space and finishing her words. He spoke confidently, concealing his excitement. He could not believe the woman at the docks was here at his scene. What was she? Her sweet scent called to him, arousing all his senses. He struggled to remain professional, determined to find out who she was, while controlling the situation.

      Sydney tsked. She could not believe the sheer audacity of this guy. As she spun on her heels to address him, her eyes locked on the source of her chills. The heat began to rise to her face as she realized this guy was a serious supernatural being…dangerous. Added to that, he was drop dead gorgeous. She could barely bring words to her lips to argue with him. Desire pooled in her belly. She quickly focused her thoughts back on the body, letting her anger rise to the surface.

      “Name’s Willows, Detective Sydney Willows.” She was infuriated that P-CAP thought they could come in here and boss the little human woman around. Nice try. “Seriously? You guys finally decide to show up and you're all like, ‘It’s our case now.’ Well, here's a newsflash. This girl’s a human. According to the regs, ‘human vic, human cops’. So you can move along, friend, or watch. Whatever you’re into. Just stay out of my way.” Damn if she was going to let some hot, supernatural guy tell her what to do at her scene.

      Kade smiled. “Ms. Willows, while you are indeed correct that the vic is human, she was murdered in a very supernatural way. Therefore, according to the regs, this is officially a P-CAP case that requires your mandatory cooperation,” he lied.

      Sydney rolled her eyes and blew out a breath. Well good and fuck. She was having a fine evening up until now, day off and all. And now this. She had no idea what the hell he even was. “Mister?” she spat out.

      “Please, call me Kade.” He spoke with just the slightest hint of a British accent.

      “Kade, our police department would love to cooperate with P-CAP just as soon as we get the coroner’s exam completed,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “That would be lovely, Ms. Willows. Now, may I please continue with my work?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she curtly replied, moving out of his way so he could get past her. Sydney could not believe her day. She reasoned that maybe she could work with Kade, as long as he didn’t bite her, or claw her or bespell her, or whatever other supernatural shit he did. Even if she didn’t know what his deal was, she was convinced that he was capable of doing things that she would not like. She crossed her arms, irritated with the entire night. She knew one thing for sure; working closely with Kade was going to add exponentially to her overall sexual frustration.

      She glanced over at him as he conversed with Tony. Kade’s sexy frame towered over her. He was well over six-five, with dark blond hair that reached his collar. The strikingly handsome, hard planes of his face accentuated his piercing, ice-blue eyes. Sydney could tell he was athletic and muscular, and wished she could see what was hidden beneath his navy linen sport jacket. He defied her notions of how she imagined most supernaturals dressed; she would have expected him to be clad in black leather and chains. Instead, he struck her as classic, masterly, sensual. Sydney smiled to herself, thinking that Kade looked like he had just stepped out of a freaking Ralph Lauren ad. His cream linen pants hung loosely on his tapered hips, revealing just a glimpse of what supernatural 'assets' he had under them. Shit, Sydney, are you really looking at the man’s crotch at a crime scene? You so need to get laid.

      As she looked up, he caught her eyes and smiled. Oh, God…please don’t let him have seen me looking there. She quickly glanced at Tony, who chuckled.

      “Hey, Syd, whatcha lookin’ at? There really is a lot to observe at the scene, huh?”

      “Shut it, Tony. Need I remind you that I was supposed to be off tonight?” she retorted.

      “Off or getting off?” he quipped.

      “Ha, ha. Tony. You boys keep talking. I’m actually going to work. I’ll be with Ada, finding out what she’s got.” Her face flushed red in embarrassment. Sydney was eager to put some space between herself and Kade. She needed to get her hormones under control and concentrate. Why cover the body with tattoos? Why all the presentation? Obviously the perp must get off on some kind of ritual during the actual killing. Some killers liked to take their time, play with the victim.

      The coroner made her way down the hill toward the body. Dr. Adalee Billings had been on the job as long as Sydney could remember. With not many women on the force, Adalee was the closest female friend Sydney had. She was a beautiful, African American woman with dark cocoa skin. At five-eight, she could have easily been mistaken for a model. Her ebony shoulder-length hair was usually pulled back in a scrub hat. But because she was supposed to be out having dinner with Sydney tonight, her hair was fashionably coiffed into a French twist. Quick-witted and insanely intelligent, Adalee could go toe-to-toe with any person in the department, so the men just didn’t mess with her. Sydney loved having a smart girlfriend on the force, given she usually worked in a sea of men.

      As Adalee leaned in to examine the body and set down her evidence kit, Sydney sidled up next to her, anxious to get her first impressions. The scent of the body was overwhelming. Death, animal or human; it was a smell that permeated the lining of your nostrils and could get into your clothing. Damn if she hadn’t just dry cleaned this blouse.

      “So, what ya got, Ada?” Sydney inquired.

      “Hard to tell without being in the lab, but the tattooing is interesting. Maybe some kind of ritual? Magical protection?” Adalee stared narrowly at the girl’s face and hands.

      “Yeah, I was thinking ritual. The perp took his time on the girl; the dress, the makeup. Sick fuck. What makes you think magical protection?” Sydney asked.

      “Early tattooing was thought to have mystical protection, to be a talisman of sorts worn on the skin. We’ll take pictures of the tats and get them to research. Damn, if this city isn’t getting freaky tonight. Is P-CAP down here? Honestly, Syd, my take is that this might be their case, but if you want us to run the body, I’m on it.”

      “Yes and yes. P-CAP may end up taking on the case, but all the same, I’d like you to run the body first. So if you could put a rush on it, I would appreciate it. This could be a human copycat playing with magic, trying to make it look paranormal, or it could be something that needs to go over to the wild side.” She glanced toward Kade. “And if that happens, they can have it. Personally, I wouldn't mind turning it over to what’s-his-name…Kade over there, so I can get him out of my hair.”

      Adalee looked at Kade and smiled.

      “You mean that whole lot of sexy goodness over there talking to Tony? I would love to work with him, or just work him, period. Whatever, you send him down to the lab, and I’ll be happy to review the results in detail with him. I bet he’d give a girl some sugar.”

      “Yeah sure, if you’d like a bite with your sugar, I’m sure he’d be happy to oblige you. Not sure if he’s got fangs or claws, but something’s going on there.”

      “Girl, you sound like you doth protest a little too much. Why not just look at it as a perk of the job? Lord knows there aren’t many. Or maybe that hot partner of yours could spice up your coffee?” She laughed.

      “Yeah, you’re right about that. There's a whole lot of sweetness there, but tasting his candy wouldn’t be good for my career. Ada, I just need to get out and satisfy my needs with someone safe. Unfortunately, that’s gonna have to wait. Can you tell that I’m a little distracted tonight?”

      “Well, girl, you have about five hours to satisfy your needs, and then you need to get your ass down to the lab. I'll bag her up, start the autopsy, snap the pics, and get the trace out. Now, look at this thread.” Adalee held up a tiny, brown, stringy substance in her tweezers. “Maybe something unusual about that, too? Could be regular sewing thread, or something else?”

      “Okay, run it. We gotta move quickly. This girl was tortured, and I have a feeling she isn’t going to be the perp’s last play toy. It’s like the killer enjoyed this…took his time. He's sharing his work with us. Wanting us to see what he did to this girl. God, it makes me sick.”

      “I know. We’ve got a predator here. Not sure if there's anything to the tats or the thread, but I'll start right away.” Adalee shook her head in disgust. “Now why don’t you get back to your night off? Well, at least for a few hours until I gather some evidence. Kade over there looks awful lonely. He certainly looks like he could take care of all your needs.”

      “No way, Ada…not him. I'm outta here for now. See ya down at the lab.” She gave Adalee a wave and turned to leave, determined to get at least a few hours to herself. As Sydney readied herself to go, she felt eyes on her back. She glanced at Kade, to find him staring at her. She nodded and turned around quickly so he wouldn't think she was interested in him.

      Something about him bothered her despite the supernatural, hotter-than-hell vibe he had going on. He had told her he worked with P-CAP, but his story didn’t jive with her instincts. Sydney read people well, and there was something about him that said he wasn’t a cop. Or even a supernatural cop. He looked like he belonged at a country club. Maybe he was a lawyer, or a businessman? Taking in one last glance, she memorized his clothing and shoes. The suit wasn’t right. So not the inexpensive cop wear she was used to seeing at the station. Boss? Calvali? And the shoes, he was wearing Salvatore Ferragamo. Something wasn’t adding up. He looked too perfect to be working a detective beat, even for someone not human.

      She hurried to catch up with Tony, who was heading towards his car. “There’s something not right about him,” she said, glancing back toward Kade. “I want to see his credentials.”

      “Already checked them. He’s good. And the boss says he’s got full access to the scene,” Tony confirmed.

      Sydney wondered what kind of supernatural he was. Wolf? No, he didn’t strike her as the rugged, outdoorsy type. Kade was refined, sleek, and uber-sexy. Primal and dangerous. Vampire? Yes, she’d bet he was a vampire. Damn curiosity was getting the best of her as she surreptitiously hoped she’d see him again. Kade might be keeping a few secrets, and Sydney was going to find out exactly what he was up to…as soon as she engaged in a few secrets of her own.
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      Sydney wasn’t looking for love; her current career didn’t afford her that luxury. When she wasn’t working, she was still thinking about work, but that wasn’t the only thing that kept her from getting seriously involved with someone. She was acutely aware of the very real danger she faced every day on the streets. In her profession, the odds were higher than average that she might not go home after a shift. Why bother with a husband and family when they would need to live with the constant worry that she could be killed on the job? Given that she was only twenty-eight, she didn’t feel the need to have kids at the moment. She loved kids, but she didn’t want them to grow up motherless because something had happened to her. Maybe someday, when she moved into management and found someone she loved completely, she’d consider having kids, but not now.

      As she walked into Eden, the pounding music and glaring lights hit her hard. The smell of cigarette smoke and sweat from the dancers permeated the room. There was a faint hint of bleach; the place was clean even if the activities were down and dirty. Eden was an upscale club that catered to singles and couples who were looking to watch or be watched, serving both humans and supernaturals.

      The multicolored lights bounced off the mirrored ceilings. The bluish walls appeared to move as the lights danced. A large, wall-sized water fountain ran along the entire length of the club opposite from the bar. If you stood next to it, you could faintly hear the hiss of the water and feel the spray on your face. Behind the bar, a fifteen-foot yellow boa constrictor named Eve, slithered behind the glass of a vivarium. Inside, Eve moved about the large space, wrapping herself around a tree. In the club, a large, winding staircase led upstairs to the private rooms where clients could go to talk, or engage in sexual activities in private or public, depending on what they wanted.

      Sydney knew that she could comfortably lose herself in here for a few hours before going back to death; death always waited for her. It was patient, but never kind. Quickly scanning the room, she darted into the ladies' room. She changed into her tiger-striped, spandex minidress with matching fuck-me heels; she was ready to hunt. Her tanned skin shone beneath the plunging cowl neckline exposing her ample cleavage. A black lacy thong was all she wore under the dress. She shoved her clothes into her tote bag and the custom locker Eden provided its guests. Pulling her hair free of the ponytail holder, she let her blonde curls slide down her back. With a quick spritz of hair spray, she was ready. Sydney had officially transformed from cop to chick, and looked every bit the bait she intended herself to be.

      “Hey, Tristan. Perrier with lemon, please.” She waved to the bartender.

      “No champagne? What’s up, mon chaton?” Tristan shouted over to Sydney. He liked calling her 'my kitty'. Tonight the nickname fit, given that she appeared to be a cat on the prowl.

      “No alcohol for me tonight, mon loup. I’ve only got a few hours for dancing and fun. Then I’m outta here.” She certainly had every intention of making him her wolf. She took the glass from Tristan, sipped the effervescent water and then made her way into the crowd.

      Sydney could feel people watching her as she danced, swaying her hips as she felt the music. There was a reason she came to Eden; music, sex, all of it for the taking, confidential without judgment. It was everything she needed this very moment. As she danced on the floor, she slowly opened her eyes to see Tristan coming straight at her. She yearned to release her sexuality, to relax, to forget, and he could take her there.

      Sydney’s Alpha wolf was sex on a stick. His rugged, earthy, dominating presence commanded attention when he walked into the room. He was good-looking but not exactly handsome. With captivating amber eyes and wavy platinum-blonde hair, he looked as if he could have been a California surfer. And even though his tan skin gave off a radiant glow, his hard eyes served as a warning to others that he, indeed, was a predator. Tonight he was dressed in light blue jeans and a white linen shirt that he wore untucked. Casual, but not messy, serious, but cool. He entertained the guests with his adventure stories, and was able to deflect the interest of ladies in a way that made them still feel special.

      As Sydney danced, she felt strong hands clasp her waist. She leaned into his embrace, recognizing the feel of the muscular chest up against her back. She loved the woodsy, clean scent of Tristan, and felt his arousal as they moved to the music.

      “Hey, Syd.” Tristan pulled her around so he could see her face.

      “Yes,” she whispered, glancing from his chest into his intense, golden eyes.

      “Tell me, how do you want it, mon chaton?” He gave her a wicked smile.

      “Tris, I don’t have a lot of time.” She shivered at the thought of him taking her quickly. He was dominating, pushing her to tell him her fantasy.

      “No games tonight. How do you want it?” he pressed.

      “Fast, hard, private,” she teased.

      “Let’s finish our dance, shall we? Your wolf has everything you need.”

      Sydney smiled and let the arousal overcome her, feeling the warmth grow in her womb. She wanted this…no, she needed this tonight. Both the stress of the grisly murder, and then Kade showing up at her scene trying to run the show, had put her on edge. She wanted to forget, and Tristan could give that to her. He understood her the way no one else did, a lover who didn’t judge her. She laid her head back on his chest, enjoying the warmth of his arms.
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        * * *

      

      The crime scene disturbed Kade. Killing and violence was part of his world, but the torture of an innocent was unacceptable. As the leader of vampires in New Orleans, he suspected that he knew who had committed the crime, but he would have to investigate further to be sure. Kade had convinced the head of P-CAP to let him on the scene, because he did not trust the local authorities to handle the case. It wasn’t his job to investigate the murders like a detective, but being the leader he was, he planned to find the rogue and mete out justice.

      He worked out of a brownstone graciously loaned to him by Tristan, the local Alpha. They were good friends from times long ago. Tristan was the one who had phoned him to tell him there was talk of a possible rogue vampire in his region who was practicing black magic. There were rumors of rituals, but nothing solid to go on. Finally, the evil had shown itself, and Kade had jetted out of NOLA on his private plane as soon as he got the go ahead from his inside source at P-CAP. As much as he wanted to leave it up to P-CAP to find the perpetrator, he felt compelled to come to Philadelphia, suspecting the magic was being drawn from his territory.

      What he hadn’t expected was the confrontation with the spirited Miss Willows. What an interesting, sexy distraction she was. She smelled of lilies, and he could practically taste her sweetness in the air. What would it be like to taste her? He had to stifle his arousal in front of her. Had she been a paranormal creature, he wouldn’t have lied to her. Given that she was human, however, it had been necessary to do so for her own protection. Despite what she may have thought, guns were no match for dark magic or vampires.

      But damn, if he didn’t enjoy a little sparring with the blonde detective. She was altogether alluring with a sharp mind to match. The scent of her arousal at the scene had driven him wild with desire. He craved her. He admonished himself for his lustful thoughts, knowing he wasn’t there to get involved with women. Kade figured he was a little agitated from all the stress of flying up to Philadelphia in such a hurry. He needed blood, maybe sex, not necessarily in that order. What this vampire didn’t need were complications.

      “Luca, let’s swing by Tristan’s place. I could use some refreshment. I told him I would fill him in on what I’ve learned.” He signaled to his second.

      Luca barked out an order to the limo driver and turned to Kade.

      “We’ll be there in ten minutes. Do you wish for me to find a private room… procure a donor?”

      “Yes. Thanks,” Kade replied as he stared out the window, his thirst gnawing at him. He was growing irritable; he needed blood soon.
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        * * *

      

      On the dance floor, Tristan grabbed the nape of Sydney’s neck and pushed his long fingers through her hair. She leaned back, giving him full access to her throat and chest. The wolf in him howled at her submission, and the man in him was left breathless at the sight of her smooth skin and the rise of her breasts. He continued to pull her head back, and kissed her throat near her ear. Looking down, he could see the rosy edge of her hardened nipples. She wasn’t wearing a bra. God, this woman was killing him.

      “Tristan, please…” Sydney gasped as Tristan slid a hand up her belly and cupped her breast. She moaned in response.

      He leaned and whispered in her ear, “Like that, mon chaton, do you? Come on now, tell me what you want.”

      “Tristan, you and me upstairs…now. I am done playing.” Sydney had had enough with the games. She could barely speak as she licked her lips. Dancing and pulling him close, she ground against his hard arousal.

      “Ah fuck,” Tristan grunted, noticing that Kade had just walked into the bar. “Sorry, Sydney, but an old friend just came into the club. You have no idea how I hate interrupting our fun, but I have to talk with him…important business. It’ll only take a few minutes, though. Do you want to go up to my room and wait for me? I'll meet you upstairs in ten minutes.” He was irritated with the interruption, but this was important.

      As Sydney contemplated her answer, she felt a chill similar to the one she’d felt down at the docks. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. He’s here. Rapidly scanning the room, she saw Kade sitting at the bar staring at her. She wasn’t imagining things. Kade was actually in the bar, and for some reason he didn’t look happy. What in the hell was he doing at Tristan’s club? Did he follow her from the crime scene?

      Unable to control her curiosity, Sydney took off across the dance floor toward Kade. She glanced back to Tristan whose face told her that he’d suspected her intention. Irritated that the vampire had followed her, she struggled to control her anger.

      “What the fuck are you doing here? Are you following me?”

      “Miss me, did you?”

      “Perhaps we need to get a few things straight if we're going to work together.” Her heart began to race in his presence, and she suspected it wasn’t caused by fear. As her eyes caught his, she was drawn to him. Her arousal flared and she found herself even angrier that her traitorous body was responding to his presence.

      Before Kade had a chance to answer, Tristan held out his arms to his friend.

      “Hey, Kade! Welcome! I’ve missed you, brother.”

      The men exchanged hugs and then both stared back at Sydney, as if waiting for her reaction. He wasn’t sure how, but so far this didn’t look good. Immediately, Tristan recognized that Sydney had switched into work mode, and that meant things could get ugly.

      Confusion swept over Sydney as she watched the two sexy men hug and talk as if they were good friends. Tristan and Kade know each other? Friends? Shit. Seriously? Can my night get any worse? She had been trying so hard to relax, trying not to think about the murder or how Kade had completely thrown her at the scene and tried to steal her case, or how he turned her on beyond belief. Now here he was, watching her while she danced and practically had sex on the dance floor. Just freaking great. Worse, he was looking at her seductively, noticing her clothing…or lack thereof. She guessed her air of professionalism was shot to hell. Whatever, he wasn’t supposed to be here anyway, screwing up her entire night.

      As she was about to bolt, Tristan grabbed her possessively around the waist, and turned to Kade. “So, you two know each other? Care to share?” he asked.

      Sydney wanted to shove Tristan’s hand away, but she didn’t want Kade to suspect she desired him. The thought crossed her mind to let Kade think she belonged to Tristan. What would it hurt? Tristan knew the truth. Didn’t he? He was holding her as tight as a dog held onto his bone, so she decided to go along with the charade.

      “Yes, we do.” Sydney sighed. She shot Kade an annoyed look. “As much as I despise discussing work while I'm at play, and I was so about to get into some play, Kade and I met today on a case. Would you like to enlighten me as to how you know Kade?”

      Tristan smiled, knowing she wasn’t telling him everything.

      “Well, Kade and I go way back, good friends from the bayou.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Bayou? Really? Okay then, well, you two have fun, talk about old times and all. Sorry, Tris, can’t wait around tonight. Gotta get back to work. Until next time, mon loup.” She placed a chaste kiss to Tristan’s lips as Kade watched with jealous eyes. Narrowing her eyes at Kade she quipped, “And you, mister P-CAP, not sure if or when I'll see you again, but later.”

      Kade reached out to grasp Sydney’s hand at the same time Tristan released her waist. He gazed intensely into her eyes and spoke firmly. “Yes, my dearest Sydney, when we meet again, and we will meet again, it will be a pleasure. I promise.”

      Sydney stared at him for a moment, almost unable to break their gaze. Unsettled by her reaction to him, she thought it must be some strange kind of a paranormal, chemical reaction. His smooth voice wrapped around her like silk, and she imagined how it’d sound while he embraced her in his arms. The disturbing thought jolted her back into the moment, and she tore her palm from his grasp. She had to get out of there before she lost control. Taking a deep breath, Sydney turned on her heels and walked away, not looking back.

      She practically ran to the ladies' room, her mind racing with confusion. She’d wanted to have sex with Tristan when she’d first arrived. Leaving, the only man she could think of was Kade. As she began to change her clothes, questions spun in her head. How well does Tristan know Kade? What the hell is happening to me? I know that Kade is lying, but he’s freaking hot. Down, girl, get a grip. Short on answers, she decided to get back to the lab as soon as possible. Since sex was out, work was officially back on the schedule.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan laughed out loud, shaking his head. He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on with Sydney, but he loved watching her dress down another guy, even if it was a friend. Sydney was a great girl, but she did get her feathers easily ruffled when her 'needs' weren’t met.

      As much as he hated being interrupted, he knew exactly why Kade was here, and he didn’t want to wait to get the details. He also wasn’t ready to share information with Sydney. That was why he’d told her to go upstairs. But the stubborn woman didn’t ever listen. He expected nothing less from Sydney though; she was a detective, after all. But he still didn’t want her involved in the paranormal business that he needed to discuss with Kade. Sure, Sydney was a tough as nails cop, but she was still human, and he was determined to protect her from whatever evil had just set up shop in his city.

      “So, what’s the deal?” Tristan inquired. “I’m glad I called you. I knew that shit was going to go down soon. Just glad you were here and could go to the scene.”

      “Definitely black magic, but it was a vampire; the girl was drained. I'm not sure of the ritual, but if I had to guess, I’d say someone is trying to build power. I’ll be encouraging P-CAP to recommend full takeover of the case in the morning once the coroner has run an autopsy,” Kade disclosed.

      “I want you to know that I'm very appreciative of your offer to come and help.” Tristan’s face hardened. “It's bad news that a rogue vamp is targeting women. I want to assure my pack that P-CAP and the vampire community are taking care of it. Even though the vamp went after a human this time, the next victim could be a wolf. I can’t have it.”

      “Tris, I’ll take care of this asshole. I'm sure it’s a vampire, but there may be more than one person involved. Whoever is responsible will be dealt with. You can trust me on that.”

      Tristan blew out a breath, and sat next to Kade. He spun his stool around to face the dance floor.

      “So, what else is up? Seems you have been a busy boy since you’ve been in town. Getting in trouble already, huh?” he joked.

      “Who, me? I can’t possibly know what you're talking about,” Kade said.

      “Yes, you. What the hell’s up with you and Sydney? You know, the hot woman I was about to have sex with until you arrived and so kindly interrupted us. My girl was really pissed at you. You haven’t even been in town twenty-four hours. What did you do to her?”

      “First of all, I did nothing to her. I simply informed her that she was not leading the case, and I think you’d agree with me on that point. She may be a cop, but she’s human. I might let her consult after the coroner is finished, but she will not lead this case. And secondly, from what I can tell, my friend Miss Willows is not yours. You may have thought you were getting sex, but it didn’t take much to interrupt you. She flew off like a little bird. So she must be just a friend, and I’ve been around long enough to know that she certainly does not belong to you.” Kade was dead serious as he challenged Tristan. The tension was palpable, thanks to the words that had just left his lips. What the fuck is getting into me that I would challenge a friend, let alone an Alpha, for a human woman on foreign territory?

      “My brother. You challenge me in my own club?” Tristan raised an eyebrow and reached over to put his hand on Kade’s shoulder, asserting his dominance while diffusing a potential argument. “I realize you’ve had a long day of travel, so I’ll overlook the way you just expressed yourself. As for Sydney…let’s just say that she is, shall we say, a close friend, a very close friend. A friend who occasionally shares and experiences her most intimate desires with me. However, as you so eloquently just pointed out, she remains uncommitted. And while I would love for her to figure out why she builds emotional walls around herself, I am a businessman, not a psychologist. Most days, Sydney is a bad, ass-kicking, ask-questions-later cop, but she does walk on the wild side here in my club. I may join her or even watch her at times. But make no mistake about it; even though we are not committed, Sydney is under my protection and the protection of my pack. She will not be hurt if I have anything to say about it. And from where I’m sitting as Alpha, I have everything to say about it.” He sighed heavily and paused for a second to judge Kade’s reaction and then continued, “Kade, you and I have known each other for a long time, so I can tell by the look in your eyes that something is stirring in you. You want her. I can’t tell you not to pursue her, but I am warning you; do not hurt her, emotionally or otherwise, and if at all possible keep her away from this killer.”

      “She’ll be safe,” Kade promised, refusing to address the rest of Tristan’s observations.

      He blew out a breath, frustrated with his attraction toward the blonde. He shouldn’t give a shit what the wolf did with the cop, but he did care. He tried to shuck that pang of jealousy that stuck in his gut. What was he thinking? Frustrated with himself and his feelings toward the human woman, he struggled to focus on why he was even here in Philadelphia. He was supposed to find a killer and then get back to business in New Orleans, nothing more, nothing less. He needed to put Miss Willows out of his mind if he was going to get anything done.

      “Are you going to offer a vampire a drink or what?” Kade asked with a smile. “I just need some blood. I’m not looking for extras tonight.”

      “You just traveled a long way. We have plenty of anonymous donors available tonight. If you want to grab the first private room on the right, I’ll send up a few donors for you and Luca. Is it just the two of you tonight?” Since when did his friend not want extra, as in extra-sexual activities? Tristan was growing tired of trying to figure out what was going on in Kade’s head.

      “Yeah, just Luca and me tonight. Thanks, Tris. I appreciate your hospitality. It’s been a long day.” Kade nodded to Luca. “Let’s go, Luca.”

      Tristan notified his manager to send two donors upstairs immediately. Now that weres and vampires were out in the open, there were plenty of humans who were willing to come to the club. Either they were interested in sex and the orgasmic bite of the vampires, or they just enjoyed the bite sans the sex.

      Management kept a list of volunteer donors as they entered the club, and they were given a buzzer that was worn around their neck or clipped onto their clothing. If it buzzed, the donor would approach the hostess and be directed to a private room. Everything was consensual and safe. Vampires who wanted a donor were vetted out so Eden could ensure the safety of its guests. Draining until death was strictly forbidden. Tristan could not afford for there to be mistakes, so security monitored the rooms to make sure there were no issues upstairs, and donors could opt out at any time.

      While vampires were sexual in nature, not all vampires were looking for sex when they ate. Many who came into the club were committed to another person and were only looking for fresh blood. Vampires did not need to feed every day, nor did they require large amounts of blood to sustain their strength. There were humans who sought excitement, who were looking for the vampire experience any day of the week. Eden capitalized on the synergistic relationship between donors and vampires. Instead of going for just a coffee, humans could get a coffee and a bite. Orgasm and coffee to go…what more could one ask for?

      As Kade relaxed on the sofa, he let his thoughts drift to Sydney. While he’d initially felt angry seeing her on the dance floor with another man, he could not deny his arousal as he’d watched Tristan touch her breasts, wishing it was he who was touching her. His cock had been rock hard when Sydney had approached him earlier. He’d tried to hide his arousal by acting pissed. Maybe Sydney hadn’t noticed, but he was quite sure that Tristan had.

      An attractive, bleached-blonde twenty-something, walked into the room and knelt down next to Kade. She lifted her eyes.

      “No extras tonight, sir? I promise to make it good for you,” she purred as she rubbed her hand across his thigh and over his hard bulge.

      On another night, he would have sucked and fucked blondie high and hard, but not tonight. He was growing tired of meaningless sex with his food. Kade sighed.

      “No thanks. Just a drink and then I'm out of here.” It had been a long day. Yes, he did want extras, but he wanted them with a certain fiery detective. This donor would quench his thirst for blood, but would do nothing for the erection pressing against his zipper.

      Looking disappointed, she laid her bare arm against his chest. He could smell her young aromatic blood. He put his fingers around the woman’s wrist and held it to his nose. She moaned in delight when he licked the inside of her arm. His fangs elongated and he bit into her soft, pale flesh. He closed his eyes as he drank the essence of the strange woman. Kade fantasized that he was biting Sydney, pretending she was the woman before him writhing in ecstasy on the floor. When he was sated, he licked the wounds so they healed, then he strained to stand up. Shit. He was harder than ever. Why am I so attracted to that damn woman?

      He glanced over to Luca who had just finished fucking his donor up against the wall. As Luca released the girl, his eyes met Kade’s. Luca raised a questioning eyebrow at his boss, clearly wondering what was up with him, but Kade just silently watched. They were out of town, and it was customary for them to blow off some steam. Drinking blood and having sex were acceptable within the vampire community, especially when neither of them was committed.

      Luca was Kade’s right hand man in charge of security operations in New Orleans. Although raised in Australia, Luca had returned to his father’s British homeland as an adult, and had subsequently found himself in New Orleans fighting in the War of 1812, where he was severely wounded during battle. Kade found Luca dying in a field and offered him the choice to be turned into a vampire. Once Luca agreed, Kade drained him of his blood to the point of death, and then he fed Luca his own lifeblood.

      After the transformation, Luca had sworn allegiance to Kade. He worked for Kade, but they were also best friends, comrades in life. He was loyal and forever grateful to his savior. When they traveled, they often fed and fucked, casually enjoying the women donors.

      “Hey, I’m almost done here,” Luca said. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Finish up. I’m eager to get back to the brownstone. I have some calls to make. I’ll meet you downstairs.” Kade had to get the fuck out of there. The club smelled of blood, sex, and sweat, but none of it was Sydney’s. He had to see her soon and find out exactly what the little detective had found out at the autopsy.
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      After Sydney left the club, she drove directly to the station. She was used to working night shift, so even though it was midnight, she had plenty of time to get organized before she met with Adalee to get the initial findings from the autopsy. She was lost in thought when Tony slammed a wrapped cheesesteak on the desk. “Hey, Syd, thought you could use some food.”

      “Oh, you do know exactly what a girl wants.” Sydney licked her lips and ripped the wrapping away. She bit into the sandwich, letting the onions fall down her chin. “Thanks so, so much! Mmm….messy, but soooo good.”

      Tony shook his head, laughing. She looked like she was coming, not that he knew about that. He would love to have her just once, but he knew that was a line that he probably should not cross. Ever since he'd met Sydney Willows, he'd fought the urge to kiss her senseless and slam his cock into her, but he was pretty sure she didn’t date guys that often, and he was one hundred percent sure she didn’t date fellow cops. No use thinking about what he couldn’t have. Dragging his thoughts back to the case, he pulled out the file on the girl.

      “Glad you like the sandwich, Syd, but you gotta eat quickly. Billings called an hour ago. She said she’s ready for us to review her initial findings and is expecting us in thirty minutes. Eat up. I gotta stop in and see the captain, then I’ll wait for you over by the elevator, so we can go down together.”

      “Sounds good to me. And Tony…thanks for the steak sandwich. You're a lifesaver. Not sure what I would do without you.” Sydney was miffed after the incident at the club and couldn’t stop thinking about Kade. She was about to get her freak on with Tristan when that damn vampire came in and interrupted things. If he was a detective, she was the Queen of England. There was no way on Earth that guy was a rank-and-file detective. He was lying to her, and he was cocky. And shit, he was hotter than hell. Fuck. I have to get my shit together, get the vamp off the case, get some sleep, and then solve this murder. It was turning into the longest night she'd had in weeks.

      After inhaling her food, she and Tony rode the elevator in silence, ready to get some clues from the coroner. As the doors opened on the basement floor, Sydney and Tony walked down the long, gray corridor that led to the morgue. The overhead lights flickered, providing a dim path to their destination. She had walked this hallway more times than she cared to count, but every time she did, the gray walls reminded her that she was there to face death. No amount of fresh paint could make it seem like just another hallway in the building.

      She pushed ahead of Tony through the black double doors that led into the autopsy room. The smell of death hit her as the air wafted into her nose. It was something she never got used to, but it reminded her of why she became a cop. Someone’s life had been stolen. The girl was dead, and she would catch the bastard who did it.

      “Hey there, Ada. So, what ya got?” Glancing around for a mask and gloves, she leaned over the body, inspecting the girl’s wrists.

      “It’s a damn shame. This city is filled with some sick fucking bastards, but this one…he just…well, come see.” Adalee looked up through her plastic mask. She gestured down to the girl’s torso.

      “She was tortured.” Sydney peered over the now naked body. The translucent skin seemed to float over the young woman’s muscles. Her body was littered with small cuts and marks, but none appeared to be deep. Sydney gritted her teeth and took a deep breath.

      “That would be a yes.” Adalee took samples from the body as she spoke. “Not sure what made all the cuts, but it looks like she was whipped with something. Also cut with a small knife of some sort. And these,” she pointed to the girl’s wrists, “Looks like she was bound with rope. I found some fibers embedded in her skin, still waiting on trace. As for the cause of death, we’re looking at exsanguination. How she lost the blood? Not sure yet, but there’s no blood left in this poor girl’s body.”

      “So we have a tortured girl who is drained of all her blood? Sounds like a vampire, which would mean we have to turn this case over to P-CAP. But there are no bite marks on her, so that means it could still be ours. What's the deal with the tattoos on her body, on her face?” Tony scribbled a few notes and glanced at Sydney.

      “Well, it looks like he not only tattooed her face, but also something here.” Adalee pointed to the girl’s breasts. “This poor girl suffered before she died. I’m estimating that she’s been dead for a day or so but the water sped up decomp.”

      Sydney pointed to the tattoo on the girl’s breast. “The tat…it looks like a sun, but the face, it’s strange. It's possible she got the tattoos on her own.”

      “Maybe, hard to tell with the decomp. There's something going on here that makes my skin crawl. What if the tats are ritualistic?” Tony suggested.

      Sydney was about to comment when she felt him around her. Kade. What the hell is going on? It’s him, and how do I know it’s him? She spun around to find Kade’s ice-blue eyes staring at her.

      “Very observant. The tattoo is the sun god Huitzilopochtli. He symbolizes a belief in the afterlife. Could be a ritual, or could be nothing.” Kade took note of the body and started walking toward them.

      Sydney looked over at Adalee, seeking her input, but she shrugged in response. “So, I take it you’ve been down here already?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Then you know that this is our case, not yours.”

      Kade smiled at her, turning her insides to jelly. Everything in her past had told her to stay away from vampires, yet there was something about the way he spoke to her. She needed to establish her dominance before he took over not just her case but her resolve not to date vampires.

      “It was great meeting you, Detective Issacson, or whoever you really are, but we’ve got this.” She cleared her throat, attempting to compose herself. “We have a lot of work to do. Really, you can go now.”

      “Well as much as I would like to make you happy, and trust me, Miss Willows, I would, I have already talked to your superior, and it looks like you and I will be working together from now on. As you well know, when there is even the slightest chance of paranormal activity on a case, P-CAP has a right to request a co-investigation. I requested. Your department agreed.”

      Sydney’s face reddened. She took a deep breath and exhaled.

      “Okay then. But this is my city and my ass on the line. I expect honesty from the people I work with, and they expect the same from me. I'm telling you right now that I'm not putting up with your P-CAP secret shit. If you know something, you share it, and vice versa.” She wasn’t going to bring up the fact that he was lying to her, or question him about how he really knew Tristan.

      “By all means, detective. Now, how about we get out of here and walk through the case? For the record, I know there are no bite marks, but I still suspect the perp is a vampire. We certainly prefer to bite our donors to satisfy our nutritional needs and our sexual appetites, but there are other ways to drain a body to get the blood. I intend to ask my vampire contacts to see if there has been any strange activity in town.”

      Sexual appetite? Sydney’s face grew hot, and she cursed her reddening cheeks. She thought for a moment about what it would be like to have Kade’s lips on her neck, his teeth grazing her tanned skin, biting her, drinking as he thrust into her. She felt warmth pooling downward, desire flowing through her blood. She shook her head, trying to think of something else, wanting to shake the lust she was feeling.

      “Well, we better get going.” Sydney forced herself to look away from Kade and glanced back to the girl on the table, a cold reminder of the task at hand. She caught sight of a pile of photos on Adalee’s desk. Snatching one off the top, she sighed. “Well, you may know some vampires, but I’ve also got some sources in this city. I think we ought to take a trip to a tat shop I know. If this girl got work done here in the city, we'll find out who did it. And maybe even get an ID on her.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything else,” Adalee commented, snapping off her gloves.

      “Sounds good. Thanks for the update.”

      Sydney started to walk out the door. As she brushed by Kade, a chill ran up her arm. There was something about this man, this vampire. She didn’t know why he was making her so crazy but she’d have to get it together if she was going to work with him.

      Kade smiled to himself, smelling her arousal. She might not like him but she lusted for him. He would take that for now. In the meantime, he would play nice so she didn’t end up staking him first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney drove her convertible down South Street, enjoying the feel of the warm wind on her face. Owning a new car wasn’t an option, but she’d splurged on the used Mercedes. It gave her the feel of luxury without the worry of how she’d replace it were it to be vandalized or stolen. By the time she arrived at the tattoo parlor she felt slightly more relaxed than she had in the morgue. The captain had put Tony on another murder case just as they left. Her new partner, Kade, would be with her. She didn’t trust him, but the captain was crystal clear that she was to work with him on the Death Doll case…that was what the press was calling it.

      Sydney had grown frustrated with the political games involved with her job. She was a good cop, but not exactly the most tactful person. Diplomacy wasn’t her strength. Despite her reservations, she had come to terms with the fact she’d be working with Kade to solve the case. Once it was all over, he’d go back to New Orleans to bite necks and suck blood, or whatever else vampires did with their time.

      On her way out of the station, she’d told Kade she’d meet him at Pink’s Ink Tattoo shop. As she waited outside the storefront, a black limo pulled up and beeped at her. Kade. A limo? Detective, my fucking ass. A door opened and a large, good-looking man with long, dark hair got out of the car. She recognized him as the man who had been with Kade at Tristan’s club.

      He walked around the car and opened the door. Kade exited with grace, as if he was going to a movie premiere. He was almost beautiful, if one could use that word to describe a man, but there was no mistaking the predator he was. Dangerous, no one would mess with this guy…even on the cold streets of Philly. Sydney caught her breath, noticing how handsome he was in khaki pants and a blue linen shirt with rolled up sleeves that accentuated his broad, muscled chest. He smiled at her as he caught up with his vamp friend.

      “Hope you weren’t waiting long. Sydney, meet Luca. Luca, this is Sydney.”

      As Sydney extended her hand to Luca, he gently took it and kissed the top. She was captivated by his green eyes that seemed to draw her in. With an Aussie accent, Luca whispered, “Nice to meet you, Sydney. So, it is you who has Kade out of sorts.” He let her hand go and chuckled to himself.

      “I'm sorry, but I'm just not used to the hand kissing.” Sydney laughed as Luca released her hand. “In my business, I usually have guys either running away from me as I'm trying to cuff ‘em or trying to grab my ass. I know I should appreciate the chivalry, but it took me by surprise. Nice to meet you, Luca, you coming in with us?”

      “Luca, you stay out here and keep watch. Let’s go, Sydney.” Kade shot a look over to his friend and stepped between them.

      For the first time since he’d met her, Kade saw Sydney smile. He felt a stir of jealousy knowing it was Luca who’d brought it to her lips…so soft and full. He couldn’t help but wonder how it would feel to have those lips on his cock. Her scent was like breathing in the aroma of a fine wine, delicious. He wanted a taste. He couldn’t wait much longer. Damn, he almost forgot why the hell he was even here. What was it about her that seemed to distract him from any rational thought?

      Kade held the door for Sydney. She’d walked past him, pretending not to notice that he had effectively blocked Luca from touching her any further. The shop was filled with teenagers and young adults whose eyes were fixed upon the pictures on the wall. They were searching for the perfect artwork, discussing where they'd paint it on the canvas of their young bodies. Holding up her badge, Sydney pushed through the patrons as if she was parting the Red Sea. It was crowded, so Kade was forced to stand up behind her, against her. She could feel the hardness of his chest on her back as they stood waiting at the counter. The contact between them distracted her, but there was no room for him to move back. Attempting to concentrate, Sydney scanned the room looking for her source. Her eyes lit up when she located her.

      “Pinky! Hey Pinky! Over here,” she yelled over the rumble of voices.

      Pinky was the owner of Pink’s Ink. She was a petite girl whose black, cropped pixie hair had just a wisp of hot pink flowing through her bangs. Her bright pink halter-top showed off her back, which was adorned with two large butterfly wings in various shades of pink and indigo. Pinky was well known as one who ran her shop with an iron fist in a velvet glove, and lived up to her reputation as she turned around to yell at a potential customer who was peeling a drawing off the wall.

      “Get the hell off the art or get the hell out! Hey, girl, what ya doin’ down here? Finally come to let me put on that tat we talked about? And who is mister tall, dark and lickable behind you? Yummy.” When she turned to face Sydney, her large voluptuous breasts almost spilled out of the tiny top, which complemented her short black latex skirt. She turned up a corner of her mouth and ran her tongue across her lips, eyeing the large hunk of man standing behind Sydney.

      While Sydney was used to Pinky and her flair for the English language, she could not help but feel slightly
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