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Prologue

 


“I know this is asking a lot,” Captain
Dillon said, the expression on his average looking face somber.
“But I need you in deep cover.”

“I don’t understand,” KJ Russell replied,
her gaze on the older man, her boss. His expression was hard to
read, his eyes giving nothing away, yet her wolf, the animal half
of her, sensed something about him wasn’t the same as it had been
before this mess all started.

KJ knew she was on the verge of being
suspended and probably without pay despite proof having been found
that the two FBI agents she supposedly killed weren’t dead.
However, two other agents were, and the feds were wondering how the
hell they’d gotten dead with very well-done masks of Agents White
and Keats, the two missing agents’, faces.

She hadn’t even known it was possible to do
something like that, but here she was standing in her captain’s
office having her ignorance corrected.

“Those agents were federal agents, and the
FBI still wants to know who killed them, who put them there, and
why. They’re also still looking at you for the murders.”

“Course they are,” she muttered. She still
didn’t understand how her life had gone from everyday boredom to
shit.

It would be easy to blame her girlfriend, or
more accurately her wolf, for finding its mate now and in the form
of mobster Alexi Russo’s sister-in-law. However, KJ knew that was
just part of it.

“The best thing you can do right now is go
deep cover and get the answers from Russo.”

“Is that your thinking or the feds’? I mean,
I get I have a job to do here, but it’s not my job to find out who
killed those agents.”

“If you want your life back, it is,” he told
her quietly. “There is a lot of trouble going around, and there’s
plenty enough for all of us. My job’s on the line, too. They expect
me to get some of those answers.”

“I understand, but the worst that can happen
to you is you lose your job. Me, I get dead or in jail twenty-five
to life.”

Captain Dillon sighed. “We both have hard
choices to make. You can do the job or not. Either way, you’re on
suspension until this is all wrapped up.”

“Are you kidding?” she demanded
incredulously.

“There are still murder charges pending
against you for Hanigan’s murder. An autopsy proved someone
poisoned her with belladonna.”

“I don’t even know what the hell that is let
alone how to get it,” she growled.

Course, she could get it off the internet
obviously, but she wouldn’t know how to go about using it to poison
someone let alone kill them.

“Stop whining,” he snapped. “You’ve got to
fight for your life if you intend to keep it. They will seek the
death penalty, and you know that. Cop killers are reviled.”

“I know.”

“Then, buck up, and get Russo to help you
clear your name.”

“She doesn’t have any reason to give a fig
about Hanigan. Hanigan hated her.”

“That might be true,” he replied quietly.
“But if you want to live free you had better get out there and do
what you have to to survive. Now, I need your badge and gun.”

KJ unclipped the badge from the jacket she
wore and put it on his desk before unholstering her service
weapon.

“The only advice I can give you now is to
save whatever Russo pays you, so no one can say you’re profiting
from a criminal enterprise.”

And live off what? She was a fucking cop not
a millionaire. She had a tiny savings that she’d exhaust in a
matter of three months or sooner without any income.

“Thanks for the advice,” KJ muttered and
turned to go.

“Russell, the feds want you to get one of
them on the payroll. See what you can do. It’ll go a long way
toward proving your innocence.”

She walked out of his office. They were
trying to get her dead and it would happen sooner rather than later
if she tried to pull that kind of shit on Russo. The woman wasn’t a
monster, she was a beast.


Chapter One

 


April Rayne strolled to her car in the
Women’s Foundation’s parking lot thinking about the few things
she’d left undone. These days she wasn’t traveling alone thanks to
Alexi Russo. She had a bodyguard named Moya. April didn’t really
know the woman, and Moya wasn’t making any attempts to change
that.

She was silent during travel unless there
was something she needed to say. April supposed that was good—to a
point anyway.

“Hello, April,” a cool male voice drawled,
as a figure fell into step next to her.

April gave the FBI agent a cursory look but
kept walking. “What do you want?” she asked, wondering where the
bodyguard was. Wasn’t it her job to keep these people away from
her?

“Where’s your cousin?” he asked
conversationally. “I haven’t seen her and Russo in the last few
days.”

She smirked. Alexi and Tatiana, her cousin,
were out of town. She didn’t know where and was glad.

“Tatiana has always wanted to go to Paris.
Maybe Alexi took her for a little R&R,” April replied.

“I see she left you on your own,” a female
agent said from behind her, and April tensed.

“Apparently,” she said. She was concerned
they’d attempt to arrest her or even attack her. However, she was
only concerned because she might hurt them.

April had recently learned not only was she
a witch, but she was descended from an old bloodline of powerful
women. She was learning to use her magic and her psychic powers.
She was in better control now, but that only meant she wasn’t
inadvertently hurting people.

“Agent Norris,” Moya drawled from behind
them, and April wondered where the hell the woman had come
from.

“We can’t leave you alone,” Gamma, a
bodyguard who was sometimes with Moya, said and came out of nowhere
on April’s left, “without you picking up strays. You really need to
get a better class of acquaintances.”

“I never caught your name,” Agent Norris
said.

Gamma gave her a brief smile. “I’m not under
arrest so I won’t be throwing it around today. Excuse us.”

April took a step forward and the two agents
were rooted to the spot, unable to move to her surprise. She fought
the laughter that bubbled in her throat as she kept walking.

“That was so cool,” April cried when they
reached her car.

“Thanks,” Moya replied. “Maybe I’ll teach it
to you.”

“I’d love that,” she said with a grin. She
could see that coming in all kinds of handy.

“So, where are we off to?” Gamma asked. “The
house or to do some shopping?”

“April Rayne?” a male voice queried from
behind her.

She turned at the same time Gamma’s hand
went to her gun. She held up a hand, recognizing the man.

“Mr. Nightshade,” she said. “What can I do
for you?”

“You can tell me where the hell my wife is,”
he said coldly. “I have every right to know where she’s hiding my
child.”

His wife was pregnant or had been the last
time April had spoken with her. The woman had expressed a wish to
terminate the pregnancy as she made a bid to escape the abusive
marriage.

April didn’t agree with that decision as the
woman had said her husband wanted her to have the baby. She didn’t
agree with abortion, period, for the most part, but she wasn’t the
one married to a man who beat her.

Nor was she likely to have to deal with such
a scenario.

“I don’t know where she is,” she
answered.

“I know you do,” he growled, moving closer
to her. “I saw you talking to her at the hearing yesterday.”

“She’s—”

“She’s trying to kill my child. I have a
right to have a say in that,” he snapped and reached out to grab
her arm.

“You’re pushing boundaries, man,” Moya said
in a cold tone. “Step back.”

“Shut up, I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Let me go,” April said, attempting to pull
away, and he shoved her back against the car.

Moya grabbed him from behind and slung him
to the ground before putting a booted foot on his hand.

“I’ll break it,” she said in warning.
“April, get in the car, Gamma, get it started.”

“You Amazon, get the hell off my hand,” he
growled. “Now, before I—” he let out a cry.

April got into the backseat, and Gamma was
in on the driver’s side. As Gamma started the SUV, April glanced
out the back window to see Moya bending down. She couldn’t hear
what the other woman said to him, but he obviously didn’t like it
by the look on his face.

Moya jogged to the vehicle a moment later,
climbed in on the passenger side and slammed the door shut. Gamma
backed out, and Nightshade scurried out of the way.

“What did you say to him?” April asked as
Gamma drove for the exit.

“I told him to keep his hands to himself or
next time I’d break it,” Moya answered, but April had a feeling
she’d said a little more.

Moya removed her phone from her pocket and
began typing.

“What are you doing?” April demanded. “Alexi
doesn’t need to know every little thing that goes on with me.”

“She pays me to tell her,” Moya
answered.

“I’m telling you not to,” she growled.

“Noted.” Moya put her phone away.

“So, you were saying … about where we’re
going?” Gamma asked.

“Home. KJ is supposed to be working with one
of you as my bodyguard. Who’s she going to replace?”

“She’ll take my place if Alexi decides to go
that route,” Gamma said. “However, April, I caution you against
that. The cop has a rep to maintain. She’s trying to dig out from
under murder charges. This job is only going to get her in more
trouble.”

“Or you’re going to end up losing her, and I
don’t mean to just a spell or a bullet,” Moya said. “She’s going to
be forced to do things in protecting you that will get her the
needle or cause you to get hurt.”

“She’s a cop. She knows how to diffuse
situations.”

“Like that guy back there? Yeah,” Moya said.
“Like the feds, certainly because she’ll be coming in with an
understanding with them. But what about the witches? They won’t be
reasoned with, April. Some of them will have to die either by my
hand, yours, or hers—or in some cases all three.”

“Are you even willing to kill in your own
protection, April?” Gamma asked. “Or hers?”

“Yeah,” Moya said. “Don’t worry about our
lives. We know the job. We know we could die protecting you, but,
baby girl, I’m not going to die protecting your cop. Neither am I
going to allow you to die protecting her.”

“Your job is to do as I ask,” April said
calmly. However, she knew they were right. They were playing a
deadly game and until those witches were stopped, there was no way
to keep KJ safe.

“No, sugar britches,” Gamma told her in the
same tone. “Our job is to protect you in the best manner possible.
So, talk to your cop about what she’s willing to sacrifice and find
out what kind of information she’s supposed to be getting here.
That’s going to help us help her if she is getting back on your
detail.”

“How can you help if she’s going to be
replacing you?” April demanded.

“Alexi isn’t going to trust that cop with
your safety, baby girl,” Moya said tightly. “Unless she and that
cop gets some understanding up front.”

“Like what?” April demanded. She was going
to have to have a talk with Alexi.

“Like what we just discussed,” Gamma told
her. “That cop is fighting for her life, April. The last thing she
wants is to go to jail. The last thing she wants is to have another
murder charge tacked on.”

“She didn’t kill Hanigan, and Alexi is going
to help her prove that.”

Moya sighed and Gamma laughed.

“What is so funny?”

“Nothing,” Gamma replied. “Home?”

“The girl said home, James,” Moya said and
the two fell silent leaving April with her own thoughts.

She would be talking to Alexi and ironing
some things out because there was no way KJ was going to jail for
killing Hanigan. That cop was a casualty of Alexi’s games. KJ
shouldn’t have to pay for mistakes Alexi made.


Chapter Two

 


She knew what she had to do, but KJ wasn’t
entirely at ease with it. She had to prove she wasn’t guilty, and
this was partially the only way to get the local cops and the feds
off her back.

She sat in her car, in the police parking
lot lips pursed. She’d been a loner for a very long time, but it
was times like this she wished she had someone, a friend to trust
to talk things over with. But there was no one, and she felt
lonelier than she’d ever felt.

There was a rap on the window on the
passenger side, and she glanced over. Seeing the woman who was
supposed to be her partner, she unlocked the door and the slim
brunette climbed in.

“I’m Marcy St. James,” she said. “My
supervisor told me you had been briefed.

“I have,” she agreed.

“So, I’ll give you my number. I do
understand that you might not be able to make this happen, but I
hope you understand how important it is not just to your freedom,”
Marcy said. “I was told you were dating April Rayne.”

“So?” she asked, looking at the woman.

“So, I understand. I’m not going to hold it
against you if you make decisions based on her safety. We’re all
fools in love, and I’m not out to get you jammed up over it.”

“What are you out to do?” KJ asked
curiously.

“To bring down Russo and find White and
Keats,” she said. “Kim is a friend. What happened to her and her
family broke my heart. I’d like answers.”

“You do realize that if I manage to get you
into Russo’s door, I can’t control what happens to you? I can’t
even control what happens to me, hell. FBI agents tried to kill
me.”

The other woman studied her. “Norris? She’s
singing a different song, but I’m not taking sides. I don’t know
what’s going on between you two.”

KJ laughed bitterly. “I’m not going to tell
you how to do your job or who to believe,” KJ told her. “Whatever
you do is all on you. I heard you’ve never been undercover, and
you’re virtually a rookie agent.”

“I’ve been in this job for six weeks. I know
I still have a lot to learn, but I was chosen because I’m still
new. Russo won’t know my face. That should make it easy for you to
convince her I’m just a woman you know who’s looking for work.”

KJ sighed. It could work.

“I have a file for you. It’s my cover.” She
reached into the purse on her shoulder and removed an envelope.

KJ took it and removed the contents. She
read through the cover story created by the woman and began
committing it to memory.

The story was plausible, but she was no
fool. This was the beginning of the end for her. This woman was the
moment she’d look back on when she thought about the end of her
career as the cell door slammed shut on her.

Or this would be the moment she flashed back
to when she took the bullet that would end her life.


Chapter Three

 


Alexandra Russo read the message on her
phone. She wasn’t surprised April wanted to keep things from her.
April was no alpha dog, but she wanted to be one. She would have to
grow into her role as high priestess of Gray Light, the witch coven
that was comprised of women that April barely knew.

Well, she knew her cousin, Tatiana, Alexi’s
lover and mate. She didn’t know the others well, and the unit
wasn’t yet the cohesive force that it was supposed to become.

As a result, April wasn’t the power she
might someday be—and Alexi doubted she would ever become so—until
April learned the one thing she needed to.

Survival.

“What is it?” her cousin Sergei Krovopuskov
asked from across the table from Alexi. They were situated between
two windows on the fourth floor of the casino’s hotel.

The suite was one that had previously
belonged to Alexi’s brother who was now dead. He’d been killed in a
war with witches.

The casino had belonged to him. However,
Alexi owned the majority share with her cousin owning a small share
that wouldn’t even give him the rights to oppose a sale should she
decide to do that.

“It’s nothing,” she replied. “Just a report
on a minor situation.” She began typing a message to her personal
bodyguard, Slate.

“If it’s business—”

Alexi looked up at him as she said, “Did I
say it was your business, Sergei?”

“You didn’t say much of anything,” he
retorted.

“Because it’s not your concern. When it is,
I’ll share.”

He growled at her, and Alexi put her phone
away and leaned toward him in the room that had gotten even
quieter.

Alexi could virtually hear a pin drop as her
bodyguard and his held their breaths.

“Get out,” Alexi ordered. “Now, Slate, Dima.
Do not make me have to ask twice, Dima.”

“I’m faster,” Slate said in deadly calm.
“But go for it.”

“Go ahead, Dima,” Sergei said. “I’m not
afraid of her.”

Alexi remained silent until she heard the
door click and when it did, she leaned back in her chair as she
continued to study her cousin.

“I’m the one in charge, not you,” she said
patiently.

“That is going to change soon,” he snapped.
“I have worked my ass off for this. I’m not going to allow your
father to go back on his word to back me for much longer.”

“Say what you mean, baby, don’t couch your
statement in a mirage. This is not the desert.”

Her cousin drew on her, aiming at her head.
“I know what you did,” he said. “I know you put some bug in
grandfather’s ear before he died. Or you whined like a bitch
telling him you wouldn’t play if you couldn’t take first
chair.”

“You need to stop smoking that shit you
sell,” Alexi said, humor in her tone.

He cocked it, and Alexi continued to relax.
If he was dumb enough to shoot and didn’t get off two in her head,
he was a dead man. As it was, his stock had just plummeted with
her.

Sergei shook his head. “Do you know what
your father said when I went to him, virtually begging him to honor
his word?”

“I’m sure you’re holding me at gunpoint
because you want to share,” she replied calmly. “So, spit it the
fuck out and stop acting like a girl.”

He fired, but the bullet hit the floor next
to her chair. Unflinching, Alexi continued to hold his gaze even
when the door burst open.

“I said get out,” Alexi snapped. “Stay that
way until one of us comes out and gives you orders to the contrary.
Slate, if I’m not the one that comes out, take care of you, dawg,
and worry about the rest later.”

“Gotcha,” she said.

“Do you really think she can best me,
cousin?”

“Slate? I don’t know,” Alexi replied
conversationally with a shrug. She knew Saxona Silver, Tatiana’s
bodyguard could put one in his head, but Sax had her orders, and
those orders were to get Tia home and let Zoe, Alexi’s command at
home, know what had happened.

Zoe would make sure things ran smoothly for
Tia.

He studied her, and she lifted a brow.
“Well, get the hell on with it,” Alexi commanded. “What did he say
or are you waiting for me to guess?”

“He said he was in charge now not
grandfather. He said he supported his first born.”

“He didn’t say no,” Alexi commented,
understanding that her father meant he supported her as his first
born and considered Sergei a son.

“I did everything he said, I backed him when
I could have backed my own father or anyone else. I—”

“Shut the whining,” Alexi growled, pounding
a fist on the table, and he glared at her. “Sit the hell down so we
can finish with business, and I can go home. I have shit to do.”
And killing him would be at the top of her list if he didn’t pull
himself together.

“You took millions out of my pocket,” he
told her, not sitting down but putting the gun back on her. “This
was supposed to be a partnership with me in charge. I was supposed
to be giving you orders. Instead, I’m stuck in this place I
hate—it’s too fucking hot—and with an asshole who doesn’t even
listen to me.”

“Your problems with the weather and Dima
aren’t of any interest to me,” Alexi said getting up.

“I didn’t tell you to get up.”

Alexi thought about going for him, but
stopped herself. She knew if she did, in this moment, he was
dead.

“We’ll talk when you’re off your period,”
she said and turned.

Alexi took a single step and heard his
movement behind her and, hyperaware, Alexi spun around and
backhanded him, then jerked the gun from his hand and released the
clip.

“The next time you go for me with my back to
you, I will gut you, cousin, and notice I didn’t say kill you.
Because I’m not going to do that,” she said, bending as she buried
one hand in his hair and jerked his head up so their eyes met.
“That would be too quick.”

“That will be your last mistake,” he
growled. “Because the next time I go for you, it’ll be with the
intent of killing you on the spot.”

Alexi nodded and released him. “I know
you’re pissed off, but you’re taking your aggressions out on the
wrong person, cousin.”

He peeled himself up off the table, and
Alexi put his gun down on it.

“You want to run the show down here?” she
asked softly.

Confusion glittered in his eyes. “That was
the deal.”

Alexi removed her phone from her pocket, and
his eyes widened. She laughed softly. “Oh, no, cousin, if I decide
to kill you, it won’t be with a phone.” She held it up before
inputting a number.

The phone rang twice before she got an
answer.

“Hello, Alexandra,” Aleksandr Krovopuskov
said quietly.

“Aleksandr,” Alexi said. “I don’t have a lot
of time, but we need to iron out a few facts.”

“What is it?” he asked quietly.

“I understand Sergei came to see you about a
change in the guard here.”

“That’s not going to happen right now,” he
replied. “I have my reasons which he didn’t understand.”

“And you laid them out for him?”

“Some,” he answered.

“I see,” she said. “I think he needs this
time to prove himself. So, I propose you give him control of the
operation in his state.”

There was silence. “Alexandra, that’s not a
wise idea. He’s not going to pull the same rabbit out of the hat
you did.”

“Meaning?”

“With Breakers, Charles, or Ortiz, as well
as with the yakuza.”

She laughed. “You think that was me?” Yeah,
she’d dispatched the former and messed with the yakuza. They were
in a war with a South American cartel thanks to her quick
thinking.

“They’re asking for a meet, according to
Dima,” he said. “That is why I asked you to go there. Assess and
decide what should be done.”

“No. Let Sergei handle it.”

“No,” he snapped. “His screw-ups with Black
Raven and others prove he’s not ready. I can’t afford the kind of
mess he could create with them.”

Her grandfather had told her about Sergei’s
fuck-ups, and how they’d cost the family. He didn’t seem to really
have the talons for the game in her opinion.

“They won’t deal with me. I’m a woman.”

“Just take care of it,” he ordered. “Leave
him, but take Dima to the meeting with you along with your
Slate.”

“Your reason for that?”

“If trouble breaks out, only one of you
might walk out of there and it won’t be you.”

Alexi laughed. “Aleksandr, you and Sergei
junior mistake me for someone else,” she said. “I’ll do this for
you, but after that, he’s in control down here in Mississippi. He
wants to run it, he can have it.”

“Are you with him now?” Aleksandr asked
calmly.

“Yep.”

“Call me later when you’re not,” he replied.
He ended the call, and Alexi sighed.

“What did he say?”

“Doesn’t matter what he decides, cousin, you
can run the show down here in Mississippi. I have my own business
to take care of. The only thing you need call me for when I leave
is casino business.”

He stared at her. “That’s not the way this
works. Everything in the South is under my control as it pertains
to the family.”

“Meaning?”

“You’re part of the family now. So, that
means you’re under my control.”

“I’ll talk to you before I leave,” she told
him. “Aleksandr wants me to stay down here another day or two to
give him time to think things through. Before I leave, we’ll settle
things.” She headed for the door.

Slate gave Dima a nod and followed
Alexi.

“What’s up?”

“We’re working tonight,” she said.

“Lex—”

“Don’t talk,” Alexi told her. “I’m not in
the mood.”

“He’s upset,” Slate told her. “He can’t even
make decisions without calling you for permission.”

“Is that what Dima told you?”

“He said that’s how it’s supposed to be with
certain things. You running the South for the Russian mob?”

“Yep,” she said. “But before we leave,
that’s going to change.”

“Then … what? The dude doesn’t strike me as
one who’s got the balls for the job if Dima is to be believed. The
yakuza is on his ass, too.”

Alexi smirked. “I’m sure they’re pissed off
about that dump,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do to fix that for
him.”

“And he’s got a nosy girl,” Slate told her.
“Dima thinks the girl is FBI or DEA.”

“I’m sure she’s one or the other, but he’s
going to have to deal with his own bed mate,” Alexi murmured. She
punched the button to the elevator.

“On top of that, the boy’s kind of pissed
that you got this casino. According to Dima you’ve got controlling
interest.”

“It was a gift from the old man,” Alexi said
and stepped into the car. The doors swished closed.

Slate grunted. “They gave you something else
to step up and take control down here.”

Alexi glanced at her. “Slate, it’s not as
complicated as you’re making it,” Alexi told her. “So, stop
imagining all kinds of scenarios.”

“Then, put me on the right track.”

“The right track is stay in your lane and
let me stay in mine on this,” Alexi told her. “I’ll never ask you
to die for any of them. You’re with me, you can bleed with me.”

“Got that already,” she replied.

“Then leave the rest right where it is.”

The elevator took them up to the penthouse
suite. They got out, and the two guards on the door glanced their
way.

“Slate, get the plane ready. Tell the pilot
he flies in thirty,” Alexi murmured. “Ladies, prepare to
leave.”

“One of you stay here. The other can go grab
your gear,” Slate said.

One of them headed for the elevator.

“I’ll stay out here until she gets back,”
Slate announced.

“Good. I need to talk to Tia alone.” Alexi
went inside to find Tatiana on her phone while Sax lounged on a
chair half watching TV.

Sax glanced her way, and Alexi motioned for
her to step out. Sax gave her a nod and exited.

“Tia, I need to talk to you,” Alexi said,
going to sit on the chair Sax had occupied.

“I’ll talk to you in a little bit, Piper,”
Tatiana said to the designer who worked for her.

Tatiana owned a clothing store that was
thriving due to the fact she had decided to diversify. She sold
clothes for women in general, but had special lines for butch
lesbian women. The line was new but already doing quite well.

“Problems at work?” Alexi asked.

“Not really. I just need to get back there,”
she said. “There are some things I can’t do from here. I hope you
don’t mind, but I really need to leave as soon as possible.”

“Sure. I’ll get the jet ready.”

Tatiana got up and so did Alexi. “I’m
sorry,” Tatiana said. “I know you had plans for us for the next few
days.”

“No, we’ll do something when I get
back.”

“I’m going to be busy, but we’ll make time,”
Tatiana said with a smile as she moved to hug Alexi.

Alexi hugged her back and dropped a kiss on
the top of her head. “I’ll ride with you,” Alexi said.

“No, you don’t have to. I know you have
stuff to do,” she said. “I’m sure you and Sergei could probably use
some more time together, too. There is no way you two are going to
learn to trust each other with a few phone calls.” Tatiana shook
her head.

“You’re right,” Alexi said. “We were both
just saying that.”

Tatiana laughed. “This is working out
perfect then.” She went into their bedroom, and Alexi sighed.

That was a load off her. She wouldn’t have
to feel like a jerk for getting rid of Tia. She also wouldn’t have
to have to hope Sax could get Tia out of harm’s way fast enough if
the yakuza got a notion to pull something.

“Tia, I want you to listen to Zoe while I’m
here,” Alexi said, following her into the bedroom. “I know you and
your coven will be doing some work, training and stuff.”

“I’m not a kid, honey,” she responded with
humor in her tone. “If I need to take advice from her I will, but I
don’t expect to.”

“Just promise me if she tells you not to go
out, you’ll listen.”

“I’ll ask Sax’s advice,” she said.

“Thanks,” Alexi replied. “I’ll get the pilot
on the phone.” Alexi left her and headed from the suite.

“Plane’s ready,” Slate told her.

“Sax, if there’s any trouble call me,” Alexi
said. “Tia isn’t going to listen to Zoe, but she’ll listen to
you.”

“I’ve got her,” Sax answered. “Are you sure
you don’t need me here?”

“Tia can’t go alone, and Slate and I can
handle any problems.”

“I’d feel better if you had a few others
with you.”

“I do,” Alexi assured her. She wouldn’t
dream of staying here without having someone else at her back that
didn’t mind getting her back even if the shooter was a woman.

Slate wasn’t much good at that. Alexi didn’t
even pretend she wished she could pull back for women. A bullet in
the heart was just as deadly no matter how delicate and soft the
hands pulling the trigger.

Getting Tatiana to the airport and on the
plane consumed the next two hours of her time. When Alexi returned
to the hotel, she had with her two other women. Both were the
backup team she’d brought down with her.

She headed to her room to make the call to
Aleksandr. Alexi wondered what he planned to say to her that he
hadn’t wanted her cousin to hear.

“Alexandra,” he said quietly. “Are you free
to talk now?”

“I’m alone.” She’d checked her room for
surveillance devices, not trusting her cousin had stayed clear of
her domain.

“I’ve been in touch with Dima, and he tells
me the yakuza suffered a few losses lately. They had, he believed,
been behind a minor attack on our stash house there.”

“That’s what he said,” Alexi said. “Not that
drugs are any of my concern.”

“I understand, but he is concerned that
Sergei is too busy with a woman to see some things that are
unfolding there.”

“I don’t know,” Alexi replied, staying to
one side of the window she was looking out of. A shooter wouldn’t
be able to get her from that angle.

“I’ve had Dima arrange a meeting for an hour
from now. It’ll take place here in the hotel. I had him agree to
leave his animosities at the door. I declared the hotel and the
casino neutral ground.”

That merely meant neither of them could draw
weapons or shed enemy blood there. Alexi thought it was necessary
to have at least one place in the city that was a danger-free zone
for all parties.

“Good idea,” he agreed, approval in his
tone.

“So, you want me to talk to them, to men who
think I’m subservient to them because I don’t have the right
genitalia.”

“Alexandra,” he said in a warning tone.
“Don’t go into that meeting with an attitude. You’re a lady.”

She laughed. “Who told you that lie? I’m a
female.”

He sighed. “Handle this like a
professional,” he said.

“That I can do,” she replied. “I’ll call you
when I’m done. Now, about the other matter.”

“He’s not ready. His father thinks he’s as
ready as he’ll ever be. I believe if I hand him the reins, his
father will join him there, but the two of them together aren’t
exactly good.”

“Aunt Alexandra?” She was Alexi’s aunt, the
aunt she’d been named after.

Alexi knew her father valued his sister’s
opinion, though she was younger than him. Her aunt had been a
hitter and now owned a gun company.

“She thinks he needs more time. She said he
was good as long as he wasn’t a leader. That is to say, she thinks
he’s better when he’s taking orders.”

Alexi nodded. “So, maybe his father is
right. No time like the present to let him learn. I’ll be his
co-leader. He can mind things here, and I’ll mind things in my
state.”

“As your second, he can learn more,”
Aleksandr drawled. “Also, I’m sending Nikita to join Sergei and aid
him in running the gun club and handling some of the gun deals. I
think she’s ready for a promotion. Do you concur?”

Nikita was an old friend of hers who’d
worked for Alexi for a time. Nikita was loyal to her and
trustworthy.

“I do.”

“Very well, then.”

“Then, you’re going to allow him to take
over here?” Alexi asked. She had rather spend her time taking care
of her own business rather than being an underboss.

“Alexandra, are you going deaf?” he asked in
a hard tone. “I meant what I just said.”

“My hearing is fine, Aleksandr,” she
retorted. “I—”

“Stop second-guessing me. Your grandfather
is the one who wanted things this way. He didn’t think he was ready
either. So, I’ll give him more responsibility, but you’re still in
charge.”

“Whatever you want.”

“That means you meet with the yakuza and get
things handled.”

“Sure,” she said on a sigh. “I’ll get right
on that.”

“Alexandra, the sarcasm is annoying and
unprofessional.”

She rolled her eyes. “Aleksandr—”

“Try to curb it in future,” he cut in
sharply. “I also want you to keep a stronger presence in
Mississippi,” he went on. “Dima is Sergei’s advisor, but I want the
others to keep in touch with you. I’ve already informed them. So,
meet with them before you leave.”

“Certainly,” she answered.

“If you would like to give Sergei the
appearance of being in charge there, fine. Just make sure you clean
up after him if he makes a mess.”

“I’m not keeping his ass out—”

“Watch the language, Alexandra.”

“—out of jail,” she continued with a frown.
“And stop trying to change me.” He might be her father, but he
hadn’t raised her. She was only working with him now because of the
promise she’d made to her grandfather.

That was the sole reason she wouldn’t
relinquish control of the South right now despite all her talk.

“Am I clear?”

“As far as what you want me to do here,
yes,” she answered.

“If I’m unreachable at any time, contact
your aunt.”

“Will do,” she said. “How’s the family?” Her
father had a mate and a daughter who shared the same name as she
and her aunt.

It was the family’s custom to name the first
born after older family members.

“Good. I want you to keep in regular contact
with her as she’ll be taking over control of part of the business.
Sergei has expressed interest in establishing himself in his area
of interest which will involve some smuggling.”

“Fashion?” Alexi asked curiously.

“He wants to back a designer, but there will
be some counterfeiting going on. I think he’s planning to work with
the Chinese or the yakuza. That can be a lucrative business. We
have top designers here in Europe and Russia that would make good
targets.”

“That’s not my area of expertise,” she
replied.

“I think he’s trying to establish himself as
a separate entity from the family, build his own little empire, and
use family money to get it off the ground.”

Alexi sighed. “What do you propose I do
about that?”

“When you meet with the yakuza find out if
he’s planning to get in bed with them.”

“If he is?”

“Then set terms,” Aleksandr told her. “We’ll
take no less than fifty percent, especially if they want us to bear
equal burden.”

“It would be better if he was at the
meeting,” Alexi insisted.

“No,” he snapped.

“Aleksandr, if his prime interest is
fashion, then let him run that on his own. My people will handle
the casino and coordinate with Nikita.”

“Fine, you can handle it, but the fact
Sergei can’t is the reason he’s not in charge. When he grows and is
able to do more than one thing at a time, he can take partial
control.”

“You need to make it clear to him the reason
for your decision,” Alexi replied.

“I’ve already made things as clear as I’m
going to. Take care moya doch’.”

“You, too,” she said softly. Alexi ended the
call and leaned against the wall to digest the call as well as get
her head around what was going to come next.


Chapter Four

 


“Hey, KJ,” April said warmly, her thoughts
going to her girlfriend’s fit body as she leaned against the wall
in the home gym where she was working out.

Or had been until her phone rang.

“Hi, April, where are you?”

“Home,” she said. “I’m working out. Are you
coming over tonight?”

“I can’t, but I’ll be over tomorrow. Is
Russo around?”

“No, she’s out of town. Why?”

“I need to talk to her about something,” KJ
answered.

“She’s due back in a few days, but you could
call her.”

“Yeah, I’ll give her a call later,” she
replied. “Are you good?”

“Even though you aren’t coming to dinner
tonight? Yes. I forgive you,” she said with a smile. “How did
things go with work?”

“Captain put me on leave until after the
trial.” She sighed. “I expected that though.”

“Is that routine?”

“More or less. So, how many guards does
Russo have on you?”

“Two sometimes,” April answered. “They don’t
think it’s a good idea for you to get Alexi to hire you back as my
protection. They think it’ll only make things worse for you in the
long run.”

“That means they’re trying to hide
something,” she murmured. “I’ll call you later. Someone’s at the
door.”

“Okay. KJ, you can talk to me about
anything. Don’t forget that,” April told her, sensing something was
on her girlfriend’s mind.

“Thanks. Talk to you later.”

April ended the call and put her phone back
down on the round table. She prayed whatever KJ was up to wasn’t
going to force her to do something they’d both regret.

****

KJ put her phone down and sighed. This was
going to be a dicey go, so she had to get her head in the game from
jump if she was going to survive.

“What’d she say about Russo?”

“She’s still out of town,” KJ replied
throwing the woman seated next to her a look. “We’re not going to
be able to do anything until I’ve met with her.”

“We can go meet your girlfriend,” she said.
“The best way for Russo to be convinced to hire me is if I’m there
when something happens and the guards on your girlfriend prove
incompetent.”

KJ laughed bitterly. Yeah, the woman was
going to get them both killed. If April found out she’d engineered
something like that, she might just set them both on fire.

She shook her head. “That’s not the best
move we could make,” KJ murmured. “As it

is—”

“Afraid she’ll find out when all’s said and
done, and you won’t get in her pants again?” Marcy mocked. “I
always wondered if butches were as pathetic as men. I guess I have
my answer.”

“This thing is more complicated than sex,”
KJ replied patiently. “April’s guards…”

“Just call her up and set something up for
tomorrow. I promise you we can pull this off without either of us
getting hurt.”

“I’m not worried about getting hurt,” KJ
muttered. “It’s part of the job.”

Her wolf balked at the idea of putting April
in danger, but the cop knew Marcy was right, to a point. Russo
would probably shoot her in the ass for this and let April burn her
after.

“Fine,” Marcy said. “I understand you’re
pussy whipped, but it’d be better to live another day drawing a
free breath without her than spending the rest of your life behind
bars because you know that’s what you’re looking at.”

“I know,” she said grimly. “I’ll have to set
this up carefully. If Russo even suspects we were behind an attack
on April, neither of us will have to wonder if Russo’s a killer.
We’ll get first-hand knowledge.”

“Like you don’t already have it.”

“You can believe what you want, Marcy,” KJ
replied coolly. “I don’t know what Russo did with White, but you
can ask her before she puts a bullet in your head.”

“You’re afraid of her,” Marcy murmured in
amazement and then laughed. “How can you fear a woman who can’t
even do her own dirty work?”

KJ grunted. She believed Russo sent others
to kill for her, too, but she wasn’t so sure about that. Either
way, she had a feeling she was on a collision course with finding
out.

“Invite her out to dinner tonight. We can
arrange the attack for then. Her guards will be taken out and you
and I will be there to protect her. Russo will be in your debt and
mine, and she’ll hire me.”

KJ laughed. What a dumbass.

“I can’t invite her out tonight after I
canceled,” KJ said. “She’ll know something is up. We have to plan
something more spontaneous like when she goes to work tomorrow. I
can meet her for lunch.”

“Smart, but don’t do anything stupid like
warn Russo.”

“If I had a direct line to Russo, I would
have called her instead of April, twit,” she growled. “Damn, I can
see why you guys haven’t managed to get Russo. You don’t have brain
one in your heads.” She shook her head. “Get out of my car.”

The other woman glared at her. “Just
remember who’s going to keep your ass out of jail and don’t do
anything behind my back.” She climbed out.

KJ started her car. She was going to keep
her own ass out of jail even if it killed her.


Chapter Five

 


Alexi stopped outside the door of the
private dining room at the casino. She glanced at Slate and then
the other woman who’d been chosen by Slate.

Isabel Noyes was an average looking brunette
with brown skin and chestnut eyes. She was more muscular than Slate
and wore her hair in a ponytail secured at her nape.

“Keep it simple, Isabel,” Alexi said. “Stay
at the door, and don’t make any moves that aren’t necessary.”

The other woman gave her a nod.

Alexi pulled open the door to the small
room, which could seat a small group of thirty easily. It contained
two tables. At one, three men sat, and one rose immediately. Next
to the door were two others.

The second table held two men who turned
their gazes on them. They remained seated as she stepped inside
with Slate and Isabel on her heels.

“Gentlemen,” Alexi said to the men at the
door. They gave her a cool nod before turning their gazes on Slate
and Isabel.

Alexi moved to the table with Slate. Two men
from one table blocked their advance.

“Mr. Katō,” Alexi said patiently. “I’m Alexi
Russo.”

“Stand down,” he said coolly, and the two
men moved allowing her and Slate to approach the table. “Leave us,”
he said to the man seated next to him.

The man gave him a questioning look.

“Mr. Krovopuskov assured us safety,” he said
to the other man. “I’m sure his emissary has no
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